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Preface 


As  there  is  no  other  extended  published  treatment  of  the 
political  leadership  of  Norman  Thomas,  the  publication  of 
this  book  is  not  difficult  to  justify.  By  any  standard,  Mr.  Thomas 
is  one  of  the  most  important  public  leaders  of  our  time.  A  more 
personal  motivation,  which  should  be  revealed  at  the  outset, 
is  that  I  have  long  held  a  deep  personal  affection  and  admira- 
tion for  Mr.  Thomas.  I  have  known  him  since  my  childhood, 
when  he  first  became  my  hero,  and  confess  that  throughout 
the  preparation  of  this  work  I  have  felt  like  a  pygmy  writing 
about  a  giant. 

Yet  let  it  be  crystal  clear  that  this  is  in  no  sense  an  official 
account  of  Norman  Thomas.  In  countless  ways,  Mr.  Thomas 
has  been  unfailingly  and  graciously  helpful,  as  is  more  specifi- 
cally acknowledged  in  later  pages,  but  he  did  not  suggest  that 
I  write  this  book,  nor  did  he  read  it  prior  to  publication. 

The  problem  of  achieving  objectivity  concerning  the  career 
of  a  contemporary  figure,  who  has  devoted  himself  to  unpopu- 
lar causes,  is  in  itself  overwhelming.  And  it  must  be  admitted 
that  my  personal  attachment  to  Norman  Thomas  has  made 
a  difficult  problem  more  difficult.  Yet  it  must  also  be  said  that 
I  have  attempted  at  every  turn  to  guard  against  my  personal 
bias.  As  to  my  success,  the  reader  will  have  to  judge  for  him- 
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self.  If  my  personal  relationship  with  Mr.  Thomas  complicates 
the  problem  of  attaining  objectivity,  it  also  carries  with  it  the 
possibility  of  understanding  him  more  completely. 

This  study  emphasizes  the  public  rather  than  the  private 
life  of  Norman  Thomas.  I  have  concerned  myself  with  his 
private  affairs  only  insofar  as  they  seemed  relevant  to  his  role 
as  a  political  leader.  I  have  not  attempted  to  write  a  biography 
in  any  orthodox  sense. 

There  is  no  final  answer  as  to  what  should  be  emphasized  in 
a  study  of  political  leadership.  Many  authors  have  written 
about  leaders  largely  in  terms  of  personality  traits.  While 
these  traits  are  obviously  important,  it  should  be  remembered 
that  there  is  no  personality  make-up  which  functions  equally 
well  in  all  situations.  Different  social  groups  require  and  de- 
velop different  kinds  of  leadership.  Essentially,  the  careers  of 
political  leaders  have  to  be  comprehended  in  terms  of  the 
reciprocal  relationships  that  exist  between  them  and  their,  fol- 
lowers. No  leader — not  even  the  most  dictatorial — is  a  free 
agent.  Every  leader  must  constantly  make  adjustments  to  the 
expectancies  of  the  group  he  attempts  to  lead. 

Thus  I  have  examined  Mr.  Thomas'  behavior  in  terms  of 
the  major  situations  that  have  confronted  him  as  the  foremost 
leader  of  the  Socialist  party.  The  culture  of  American  socialism 
— the  shared  attitudes  and  traditions  of  its  participants — consti- 
tuted an  ever-present  situation  in  terms  of  which  Mr.  Thomas 
nad  to  behave.  A  basic  frame  of  reference  for  this  study  has 
been  that  the  American  socialist  culture  is  unique  and  set 
apart  from  the  general  American  culture.  The  socialist  culture 
is  discussed  implicitly  throughout  the  entire  book  and  explic- 
itly in  the  concluding  chapter.  The  other  situations  that  provide 
the  framework  for  this  study  are  somewhat  more  tangible  in 
nature.  They  are:  fascism,  communism,  the  New  Deal,  the 
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upsurgence  of  labor,  the  outbreak  of  World  War  II,  and  the 
quest  for  peace  in  a  nuclear  era. 

Other  acknowledgments  may  be  found  in  the  sources  for 
this  book,  but  I  should  like  to  point  out  here  that  my  father, 
the  late  Emanuel  Seidler,  to  whom  this  book  is  dedicated,  con- 
tributed greatly  to  my  understanding  of  American  socialism 
in  the  course  of  our  long  and  frequent  conversations  about 
politics.  I  am  also  very  grateful  to  my  wife,  Judith,  for  help 
with  some  of  the  basic  research  tasks,  and  to  my  mother,  Ida 
Seidler,  who  made  many  admirable  suggestions  for  improving 
the  style  of  this  book.  I  should  like  to  thank  also  the  Wayne 
State  University  Research  Committee  and  the  American  Coun- 
cil of  Learned  Societies  for  generous  financial  assistance,  which 
furthered  the  development  of  this  study  in  important  ways. 
I  am  also  indebted  to  the  secretarial  starT  of  the  Political  Sci- 
ence Department  of  Wayne  State  University  for  much  assist- 
ance far  beyond  the  call  of  duty.  For  errors  in  fact  or  judgment 
I,  of  course,  am  exclusively  responsible. 

Murray  B.  Seidler 
Detroit,  Michigan 
October,  1961 
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Chapter  I 


A  Christian  Road 
to  Socialism 


The  place  was  the  Starlight  Room  of  the  Waldorf-Astoria;  the 
date,  November  18,  1959;  the  occasion,  the  celebration  of  a 
seventy-fifth  birthday.  Some  eight  hundred  people  were  in  at- 
tendance. Eleanor  Roosevelt  and  Norman  Cousins  headed  the 
long  list  of  sponsors,  which  read  like  a  Who's  Who  of  the 
political  and  intellectual  elite  of  America.  The  list  abounded 
with  names  of  persons  who  were  at  the  very  top  of  their 
respective  fields.  It  included  past  and  present  United  States 
senators,  congressmen,  governors,  university  presidents,  jour- 
nalists, poets,  novelists,  editors,  publishers,  union  presidents, 
industrialists,  and  distinguished  scholars  from  virtually  every 
field. 

The  guest  of  honor  rose  to  address  this  large  audience  of 
admirers.  It  was  hard  to  find  a  taller  man  in  the  room.  His 
striking  height;  his  aristocratic  bearing;  his  long,  thin,  sensitive 
face;  his  lively  blue  eyes;  his  sparse,  snow-white  hair — every 
feature,  every  move  seemed  to  give  the  correct  impression 
that  here  was  an  elder  statesman.  He  looked  the  part  of  a 
leader,  an  overpowering  personality,  the  center  of  any  group. 
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His  commanding  voice  matched  his  commanding  presence. 
Obviously,  he  was  deeply  moved,  but  in  no  sense  was  he 
flustered.  The  experience  of  facing  thousands  of  varied  audi- 
ences and  the  reputation  for  being  one  of  America's  most 
brilliant  orators  had  given  him  a  supreme  platform  self-confi- 
dence. He  spoke,  eloquently  and  earnestly,  indeed  passionately, 
on  "A  World  without  War,"  the  subject  which  had  been 
closest  to  the  heart  and  mind  of  Norman  Thomas  for  almost 
half  a  century.  He  received  a  standing  ovation. 

To  the  audience  he  was  addressing  and  to  millions  of  his 
fellow  countrymen  Thomas  has  become  America's  "Mr.  Social- 
ist." The  dubious  distinction  of  having  run,  unsuccessfully, 
six  times  for  the  Presidency  of  the  United  States,  more  often 
than  any  other  man  in  American  history,  belongs  to  him.  Yet, 
had  he  been  willing  to  make  the  necessary  compromises  and 
joined  one  of  the  major  parties,  election  to  high  political  office 
might  well  have  been  his.  Considering  his  great  personal 
magnetism,  plus  his  outstanding  physical,  intellectual,  oratori- 
cal, and  literary  powers,  even  the  Presidency  was  not  beyond 
the  realm  of  possibility. 

Though  he  never  occupied  the  White  House,  from  time  to 
time  he  called  on  presidents,  invariably  in  an  attempt  to  right 
some  wrong.  In  1935  he  met  with  Franklin  Delano  Roosevelt 
in  order  to  impress  upon  him  the  inadequacy  of  the  New  Deal's 
Agricultural  Adjustment  Act  in  meeting  the  problems  of  the 
poverty-stricken  sharecroppers.  On  this  score,  the  President 
did  not  defend  his  administration  with  any  great  vigor  but 
said,  "Norman,  I'm  a  damn  sight  better  politician  than  you." 
Thomas  retorted,  "Certainly,  Mr.  President,  you're  on  that 
side  of  the  desk  and  I'm  on  this."  1 

In  his  biography  of  Grover  Cleveland,  Allan  Nevins,  the 
eminent  biographer,  has  suggestively  written  of  two  types  of 
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political  leaders.  The  one  is  the  person  of  average  talents  who 
makes  outstanding  use  of  the  capacities  that  he  possesses;  the 
other  is  the  unique  individual  who  brings  to  his  leadership 
role  striking  gifts  and  brilliance.  In  his  own  career  Norman 
Thomas  has  displayed  qualities  and  powers  of  personality  so 
original  that  he  has  undoubtedly  earned  a  lasting  place  in  the 
latter  category. 

A  Minister's  Son 

No  observer  of  Thomas  as  a  child,  or  even  as  a  young  adult, 
could  have  predicted  the  political  role  that  he  would  one  day 
play;  yet  to  fathom  America's  leading  Socialist,  one  must  take 
into  account  his  formative  years.  The  mold  for  these  years 
was  fundamentalist  Protestantism,  from  which  he  has  long 
been  estranged,  but  apart  from  which  he  cannot  be  under- 
stood. For  better  or  for  worse,  his  was  a  Christian  road  to 
socialism. 

Thus  he  "was  not  born  or  reared  a  socialist."  2  In  most  ways 
his  boyhood  experiences  were  typically  those  of  a  Protestant 
minister's  son  who  was  brought  up  in  a  small  midwestern 
community  during  the  closing  years  of  the  nineteenth  century. 
Born  on  November  20,  1884,  at  Marion,  Ohio,  he  was  the  eldest 
of  the  six  children  of  Emma  Mattoon  and  Welling  E.  Thomas. 
Until  his  graduation  from  Marion  High  School  in  1901,  he 
continued  to  live  in  the  city  of  his  birth. 

Marion  has  no  particular  claim  to  fame  except  that  it  was 
the  home  of  Warren  Gamaliel  Harding.  In  Thomas'  memory 
it  was  no  less  a  typical  small  town  than  Muncie,  Indiana,  upon 
which  Robert  and  Helen  Lynd  based  Middletown,  their  classic 
work  of  sociological  investigation.  During  the  seventeen  years 
that  Thomas  lived  there  Marion's  population  expanded  from 
approximately  6,000  to  12,000.  It  was  something  of  a  farming, 
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railroad,  and  factory  center,  with  some  reputation  for  the  pro- 
duction of  steam  shovels.  Thomas  recalls  Marion  with  no  great 
fondness  but  as  a  youth  was  a  "loyal  Marionite."  3 

In  many  ways  his  youth  typified  that  of  the  all-American 
boy.  He  was  the  president  and  outstanding  student  of  his 
high-school  graduating  class.  He  loved  animals  and  was  very 
much  interested  in  athletics.  He  even  sold  newspapers  for  the 
Marion  Star,  which  at  that  time  was  owned  by  Harding.  But 
the  latter  never  commanded  the  admiration  of  this  younger 
Marionite,  who  was  also  destined  to  fame.  "It  was  his  mis- 
fortune," concluded  Thomas,  in  later  years,  "and  his  country's, 
that,  especially  after  his  wife  and  Harry  Daugherty  persuaded 
him  to  go  to  a  good  tailor,  he  looked  like  the  American  ideal 
of  a  statesman."  4 

The  atmosphere  of  the  home  of  his  childhood  was  distincdy 
middle-class  and  fundamentalist  Protestant.  His  father  and 
both  grandfathers  were  Presbyterian  ministers.  His  paternal 
ancestors  arrived  in  America  during  the  1860's,  and  his  maternal 
ancestors  arrived  here  during  the  seventeenth  century.  The 
Thomas  family  lived  a  frugal  life,  but  they  never  knew  des- 
perate poverty.  Perhaps  the  family's  most  important  possession 
was  an  adequate  library,  though  Norman  was  to  remember  it 
as  being  "too  long  on  old-fashioned  theological  books."  5  Never- 
theless, in  a  home  where  books  were  treasured,  he  established 
a  lifelong  habit  of  omnivorous  reading. 

He  remembers  himself  "as  a  rather  bookish  type,  too  tall, 
too  awkward,  somewhat  self-conscious,  probably  tending  to 
compensate  by  an  interest  in  studies."  6  One  of  his  brothers 
recollects  that  "everyone  was  always  telling  you  how  bright 
he  was."  7  He  looked  so  painfully  thin  and  appeared  so  ill 
that  some  neighbors  told  his  mother,  in  his  presence,  that  they 
doubted  he  would  survive  childhood.  This  sense  of  being  a 


A  Christian  Road  to  Socialism  5 

sick  child  marred  the  happiness  of  his  early  years,  but,  when  he 
was  of  high-school  age,  he  was  healthier  and  happier. 

There  is  no  evidence  that  would  support  the  kind  of  theory 
— so  often  advanced  in  interpretations  of  radicalism — that 
Norman  Thomas  was  drawn  to  social-reform  politics  as  a  way 
of  easing  neurotic  conflicts  arising  from  his  home  situation. 
There  was  no  marked  revolt  against  the  authority  of  his  father 
or  mother.  Indeed,  his  parents  enjoyed  an  unusually  harmoni- 
ous relationship  with  each  other  and  their  children.  His  early 
recollections  are  not  only  devoid  of  bitterness  but  are  those  of 
one  who  "adored"  his  family.8  To  an  unusual  degree  he  felt 
love,  respect,  and  admiration  for  his  parents. 

As  has  already  been  said,  Welling  E.  Thomas  and  Emma 
Mattoon  were  both  the  children  of  ministers.  Grandfather 
Thomas  was  born  in  Wales  but  came  to  the  United  States  as 
a  child.  After  graduating  from  Lafayette  College,  he  was  a 
minister  for  long  years  in  Bradford  County,  Pennsylvania. 
According  to  his  grandson,  he  was  "a  man  of  few  words,  of 
simple  devotion  to  a  stern  Calvinistic  creed,  .  .  .  and  father 
to  a  whole  countryside."  9  Norman  was  thrilled  when  this  old 
patriarch,  not  given  easily  to  praise,  sent  him  a  congratulatory 
note.  The  occasion  was  the  defeat  of  Harvard  by  the  Princeton 
debating  team  of  which  the  grandson  was  a  member. 

Emma's  father,  the  Reverend  Stephen  Mattoon,  enjoyed  a 
more  illustrious  life  than  grandfather  Thomas.  He  spent  his 
youth  in  Jefferson  County,  New  York.  Via  teaching,  he  worked 
his  way  through  Union  College  at  Schenectady,  New  York  and 
the  Princeton  Theological  Seminary.  For  twenty  years  Reverend 
Mattoon  and  his  wife  pioneered  as  Presbyterian  missionaries 
in  Siam.  The  Mattoons  are  favorably  alluded  to  in  Anna  and 
the  King  of  Siam.  After  returning  from  Siam,  Stephen  Mat- 
toon was  for  several  years  attached  to  the  Presbyterian  church 
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in  Balston  Spa,  New  York.  His  greatest  achievement,  how- 
ever, from  the  viewpoint  of  his  crusading  grandson,  was  that 
he  was  founder  and  president  of  Biddle  University  (now  John- 
son Smith  University),  a  Presbyterian  Negro  college  at  Char- 
lotte, North  Carolina.  A  graduate  of  that  institution  once  told 
Norman  Thomas  that  he  had  held  the  Mattoons  in  high  esteem 
but  added  that  the  most  dreaded  mode  of  discipline  on  the 
campus  was  to  have  "Mrs.  Mattoon  pray  over  us."  10 

Rigid  puritanism  was  probably  more  pervasive  in  the  homes 
of  both  sets  of  Norman's  grandparents  than  in  his  own  boyhood 
home.  Yet  his  parents,  the  Reverend  Welling  Thomas  and  his 
wife,  did  not  depart  in  any  significant  way  from  the  religious 
orthodoxies  that  they  had  learned  as  children. 

A  graduate  of  Lafayette  College  and  the  Princeton  Theologi- 
cal Seminary,  Norman's  father  carried  on  God's  work  during 
most  of  his  career  in  the  religiously  conventional  settings  of 
Marion,  Ohio  and  Lewisburg,  Pennsylvania.  Certainly,  the  re- 
ligious and  political  heresies  that  his  eldest  child  was  one  day 
to  embrace  bore  no  direct  relationship  to  his  pattern  of  belief. 
He  was  a  fundamentalist  in  religion  and  a  Republican  in 
politics.  A  competent  minister,  a  highly  literate  and  scholarly 
person,  an  effective  if  not  a  brilliant  speaker,  he  was  a  much- 
respected  member  of  the  communities  in  which  he  lived. 

Emma  Thomas  was  the  dominant  figure  in  the  family,  and 
her  husband  was  quite  willing  that  it  should  be  so.  She  was  not 
bossy  but  used  love — not  always  wisely — as  a  way  of  controlling 
her  offspring.  She  did  not  exert  this  control  directly.  Her  usual 
way  of  getting  her  children  to  hew  to  the  puritan  line  was  her 
insistence  that  "father  wasn't  to  be  hurt."  u  In  the  eyes  of 
Norman  she  was  a  more  remarkable  and  more  intelligent 
person  than  her  mate.  She  played  a  very  important  role  in  the 
actual  administration  of  her  husband's  church.  Emma  Thomas 
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was  a  graduate  of  Elmira  College.  Alone,  the  fact  that  she  was 
a  college  graduate  must  have  set  her  somewhat  apart  from  the 
women  of  her  day. 

Both  parents  were  deeply  immersed  in  community  affairs 
and  gave  serious  thought  to  the  great  world  issues  and  prob- 
lems of  their  time.  They  were  also  concerned  about  problems 
of  a  lesser  magnitude.  Their  stern  puritan  code  would  not 
permit  dancing,  card  playing,  or  Sunday  frivolity.  But,  accord- 
ing to  their  eldest  son,  they  had  "a  fund  of  kindness  and  toler- 
ance for  the  departure  of  people  in  general  from  their  orthodox 
moral  and  theological  creed  that  they  did  not  expect  to  need 
for  their  own  children."  12 

Emma  was  inclined  to  be  more  liberal  in  her  theology  than 
her  husband;  yet,  rather  paradoxically,  she  was  later  more 
concerned  at  Norman's  changing  religious  outlook  than  was 
her  husband.  The  probable  explanation  is  that  she  feared  that 
she  might  be  carried  along  in  her  son's  direction;  whereas 
Welling,  who  was  more  secure  in  his  orthodoxy,  felt  no  such 
apprehension.  Her  son's  abandonment  of  orthodoxy  in  reli- 
gion doubtless  concerned  her  more  than  his  embracing  of 
socialism.  She  could  understand  abiding  by  a  principle,  but  the 
acceptance  of  card  playing  was  beyond  the  limits  of  her  toler- 
ance. 

The  Thomas  family  had  no  real  perception  of  the  fact  that 
Norman  would  one  day  become  so  prominent.  His  brother 
Evan  put  it  this  way:  "We  weren't  supposed  to  become  famous; 
we  were  brought  up  to  be  good.  Success  was  not  a  goal  in  our 
family."13 

Princeton  and  Woodrow  Wilson 

Just  after  Norman's  graduation  from  Marion  High,  the 
Thomas  family  moved  to  Lewisburg,  Pennsylvania,  where 
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Norman  enrolled  at  Bucknell  University.  In  him  Bucknell 
gained  no  booster;  he  found  that  "its  standards  were  low,  most 
of  its  extracurricular  activities  poor,  and  its  cultural  atmosphere 
almost  nonexistent."  14  But  he  concedes  that  it  has  improved 
greatly  since  his  time. 

It  had  long  been  his  dream  to  attend  Princeton,  America's 
most  important  Presbyterian  institution  of  higher  learning, 
where  both  of  his  grandfathers  and  his  father  had  attended 
seminary.  A  four-hundred-dollar  subsidy  from  a  prosperous 
uncle  by  marriage  enabled  him  to  spend  his  last  three  college 
years  at  Princeton.  This  financial  aid  did  not  cover  the  costs 
of  even  his  first  year;  but.  by  working  diligently  at  tutoring 
and  part-time  summer  jobs,  and  by  practicing  rigid  econ- 
omy, Norman  managed  to  scrape  his  way  through  with- 
out any  further  subsidization.  The  generosity  of  the  same  uncle 
also  made  it  possible  for  the  three  younger  Thomas  brothers  to 
attend  Princeton. 

Insofar  as  scholastic  standards  were  concerned,  Norman  was 
only  slightly  more  impressed  by  Princeton  than  by  Bucknell. 
Nevertheless,  he  fell  in  love  with  the  place,  and  his  fondness 
for  it  has  remained  unabated  through  the  years.  He  was  a  re- 
markably brilliant  student,  placing  in  the  "first  group" — the 
equivalent  of  an  all  "A"  record — in  every  subject  that  he  took 
during  his  Princeton  years — a  record  which  his  children  always 
viewed  with  some  discomfort.  He  graduated  as  the  valedictorian 
of  the  class  of  1905.  His  extracurricular  involvements  included 
debating,  orchestra,  and  singing. 

Raymond  B.  Fosdick,  later  to  be  president  of  the  Rockefeller 
Foundation,  was  among  Thomas'  close  college  friends.  Both 
boys  were  members  of  the  varsity  debating  team,  and  their 
mutual  enthusiasm  for  forensic  contests  drew  them  together. 
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On  occasion  they  even  debated  against  one  another,  especially 
when  monetary  prizes  were  awarded,  for  Fosdick  also  faced 
a  financial  struggle  to  get  through  his  Princeton  years.  They 
were  pretty  well  matched  as  debaters  and  doubtless  represented 
the  best  that  Princeton  had.  They  both  recall,  however,  a  dis- 
mal verbal  contest  known  as  the  French  Medal  Debate.  Ap- 
parently, the  ground  rules  were  that  the  subject  would  be  some 
aspect  of  French  life  and  politics  and  that  the  actual  topic 
would  not  be  announced  until  the  day  before  the  debate.  Both 
young  men  were  totally  ignorant  of  things  French,  and  their 
quick  excursions  to  the  library  did  not  enlighten  them  very 
much.  Fosdick  was  granted  the  prize,  as  his  performance  was 
slightly  less  bad  than  Thomas',  but  only  after  it  was  announced 
that  in  the  "considered  opinion  of  the  judges  it  was  the  worst 
debate  that  they  had  ever  listened  to."  15 

In  Chronicle  of  a  Generation,  Fosdick  recalls  Norman 
Thomas,  who  was  the  outstanding  student  of  their  Princeton 
class,  as  being  fundamentally  more  conservative  on  practically 
all  questions  than  he.  "Theologically,"  reports  the  man  who 
was  to  manage  millions  of  Rockefeller  dollars,  "I  was  far  more 
radical  than  he,  and  it  never  occurred  to  me  in  those  days  that 
a  time  might  come  when  his  position  on  anything  would  be 
further  to  the  left  than  mine.  I  remember  trying,  without  too 
much  success,  to  get  him  interested  in  Frank  Norris'  two  novels, 
The  Octopus  and  The  Pit.  ...  As  I  look  back  on  our  college 
lives  together,  I  am  amazed  at  the  limited  interest  Norman  and 
I  had  in  economic  questions.  .  .  .  The  consciousness  of  aroused 
social  forces,  of  new  conceptions  of  justice  that  were  struggling 
to  be  born,  had  not  penetrated  the  academic  seclusion  in  which 
we  lived.  The  impact  of  these  fresh  ideas  on  the  eager  mind  of 
Norman  Thomas  had  to  wait  for  a  later  period  and  for  a  more 
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hospitable  climate  than  the  Princeton  of  our  day."  16  "Why 
Socialism  Ain't  So,"  is  Thomas'  summary  of  one  of  his  eco- 
nomics courses  at  Princeton.1' 

Though  he  does  "not  consider  in  retrospect  that  the  educa- 
tional standards  were  too  good,"  he  feels  a  debt  of  gratitude 
to  his  alma  mater.18  He  writes  and  talks  of  Princeton  with 
much  more  feeling  than  of  Marion  or  any  other  place.  "Prince- 
ton," he  admits,  "meant  very  much  to  me.  It  opened  doors  and 
I  was  a  very  loyal  Princetonian.  I  still  think  of  it  with  a  great 
deal  of  kindness.  It  opened  doors  in  spite  of  the  fact  that  I 
don't  think  that  some  of  the  door  keepers  were  too  good.  It 
opened  doors  intellectually,  though  less  than  I  could  have 
wished;  my  education  was  somewhat  of  a  delayed  reaction."  19 

Lack  of  notable  economic  or  social-class  credentials  proved 
to  be  no  particular  handicap  in  developing  relationships  with 
his  college  classmates.  To  his  "surprise,"  he  discovered  that 
"Princeton  boys  were  just  like  other  folks  only  at  that  period 
worse  dressed  in  corduroys  and  jersey  often  stiff  enough  with. 
dirt  to  stand  alone."20  Princeton's  Philadelphian  Society — a 
YMCA  club — was  one  of  his  basic  avenues  of  extracurricular 
expression.  To  his  great  and  unexpected  pleasure — as  he  has 
candidly  confessed — he  was  also  elected  to  the  more  exclusive 
Colonial  Club  during  his  last  year  at  the  institution.  "It  didn't 
make  a  snob  out  of  me,"  he  insists,  "but  it  did  in  later  years 
give  me  a  curious  confidence  that  if  I  espoused  unpopular 
causes  it  wasn't  some  personal  incapacity  for  ordinary  social 
success  which  drove  me  to  them."  21  It  can  be  said,  emphatically, 
that  Thomas  did  not  decide  to  remake  the  world  because 
nobody  would  dance  with  him. 

Any  account  of  Norman  Thomas  at  Princeton  would  be 
incomplete  without  mention  of  his  political  science  professor 
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who  was  destined  to  become  president  of  the  United  States. 
"No  man  made  a  deeper  impression  upon  my  youth  than 
Woodrow  Wilson,"  writes  Thomas.  "I  was  his  admiring  pupil 
at  Princeton.  I  even  tried,  unsuccessfully,  to  model  my  public 
speaking  on  his."  22  But  even  as  a  student  he  was  not  an  un- 
critical admirer  of  his  "favorite  professor,"  and  his  appraisal 
of  Wilson  eventually  became  rather  negative.  Yet  he  continues 
to  delight  in  reminiscing  about  Wilson  as  teacher  and  Presi- 
dent. "When  looking  back  on  a  wide  experience  with  orators," 
Thomas  recalls  the  late  President  as  "the  speaker  I  most  liked 
to  hear.  Now  when  I  read  over  some  of  his  speeches  I  wonder 
that  he  or  they  could  have  moved  me  as  they  once  did.  But  I 
have  heard  him  .  .  .  address  a  predominantly  hostile  audience 
of  students  and  alumni  and  move  them  to  enthusiastic  cheers. 
I  must  add  that  in  most  cases  the  conversion  was  impermanent. 
But  that  is  a  common  experience  with  orators."23 

Thomas  found  in  Wilson,  the  professor,  intellectual  and 
personality  shortcomings  which  later  proved  to  be  deficiencies 
in  Wilson,  the  President.  He  feels  that  his  Princeton  mentor's 
political  theory,  interests,  and  knowledge  were  too  narrowly 
confined  to  the  British  parliamentary  system.  "His  masters 
were  Burke  and  Bagehot.  He  had  little  to  say  about  JefTerson 
or  Hamilton  and  nothing  about  Marx.  .  .  .  His  illustrations 
were  rarely  drawn  from  countries  east  of  the  English  Channel 
and  never  east  of  the  Rhine."  24  In  Thomas'  view,  moreover, 
Wilson's  understanding  of  the  historical  process  was  seriously 
limited  because  he  did  not  sufficiently  recognize  the  impact  of 
economic  forces. 

Thomas  also  questions  whether  his  professor  was  tempera- 
mentally fit  for  high  political  office  in  a  democratic  society. 
"To  disagree  with  Wilson  was  to  take  a  great  risk."  25  "All  his 
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public  life  he  was  inclined  to  take  strong  opposition  or  criti- 
cism as  a  sin  against  the  Holy  Ghost.  He  was  sorely  hurt  by 


Minister  to  the  Poor 

Upon  graduation  from  Princeton,  Norman  followed  in  the 
tradition  of  his  family  and  became  involved  in  church  work, 
as  was  to  be  expected.  His  ultimate  goal  was  ordination  in  the 
Presbyterian  ministry.  First,  however,  he  went  to  New  York 
and  took  a  job  at  the  Spring  Street  Presbyterian  Church  and 
Settlement  House,  which  was  located  in  a  very  poor  and  tough 
neighborhood.  "Poverty  was  very  great,"  he  recollects,  "strong 
liquor  the  chief  escape,  and  much  of  the  neighborhood  was  lost 
in  a  kind  of  sodden  apathy  to  which  drunken  quarrels  brought 
release."27  His  association  with  the  Spring  Street  Settlement 
House  marked  the  beginning  of  more  than  a  decade  of  min- 
istering to  men's  bodies  and  souls  in  poverty-stricken  areas  of 
New  York.  During  these  years  Norman  Thomas  became  cer- 
tainly as  much  social  worker  as  minister. 

Firsthand  experience  with  urban  poverty  apparently  had  a 
tremendous  impact  upon  this  sensitive  and  extraordinarily  in- 
telligent young  man.  Much  of  what  he  saw  seemed  far  removed 
from  the  theories  that  he  had  been  taught  by  his  Princeton 
professors  of  politics  and  economics.  But  he  did  not  immedi- 
ately abandon  their  teachings  and  for  a  while  was  considering 
writing  "a  book  refuting  socialism  in  favor  of  capitalism."28 
But  ultimately  his  social-work  experiences  convinced  him  that 
"our  various  reform  efforts  were,  in  the  words  of  the  familiar 
simile,  like  bailing  out  the  tub  while  we  kept  the  faucet  run- 
ning."29 

His  horizons  were  also  broadening  in  other  ways.  In  1907 
Thomas  accompanied  the  director  of  the  Spring  Street  Settle- 
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ment  House  on  a  trip  around  the  world,  during  which  most 
of  their  time  was  spent  in  Asia.  Before  going  abroad,  Thomas 
was  inclined  to  accept  a  view  of  empire  not  unlike  that  popu- 
larized by  Rudyard  Kipling,  but  he  developed  in  Asia  a  dis- 
taste for  colonialism  that  was  to  be  part  of  him  for  the  rest  of 
his  life.  He  developed  a  special  affection  for  the  Chinese  and 
was  revolted  by  the  signs  in  the  parks  of  Shanghai  which  read : 
"Dogs  and  Chinese  not  allowed."  While  on  a  streetcar  in 
Calcutta,  he  saw  a  Britisher  who,  to  show  his  dissatisfaction  at 
a  dusty  seat,  struck  the  Indian  conductor.  Thomas  was  pro- 
foundly disturbed  by  the  experience  but  also  enlightened  by 
it.  "The  blow  was  light,"  he  writes,  "the  affront  grave,  and  I 
began  to  understand  that  men  could  more  easily  forgive  in- 
juries than  insults  born  of  arrogance."  30 

After  returning  to  America,  he  continued  with  his  settle- 
ment work  but  now  worked  as  an  assistant  to  the  pastor  of  the 
Christ  Church  on  West  Thirty-sixth  Street.  The  poverty  in 
this  area  was  real  but,  even  though  it  bordered  on  the  famous 
Hell's  Kitchen  section,  not  quite  so  dire  as  that  which  he  en- 
countered in  his  Spring  Street  work.  It  was  through  Christ 
Church,  which  was  closely  affiliated  with  the  more  fashionable 
Brick  Presbyterian  Church  of  Fifth  Avenue,  that  Norman 
Thomas  met  Frances  Violet  Stewart  in  the  spring  of  1908.  Miss 
Stewart,  who  apparently  devoted  a  good  deal  of  her  time  to 
Christian  social  service,  founded  and  secured  financial  support 
for  New  York's  first  class  in  the  home  care  of  victims  of 
tuberculosis.  Her  grandfather  was  John  A.  Stewart,  a  real 
pillar  of  the  New  York  community  and  a  confidant  of  presi- 
dents from  Lincoln  to  Coolidge.  In  association  with  John 
Jacob  Astor,  he  founded  the  United  States  Trust  Company. 

Norman  and  Violet  (as  he  always  called  her)  were  married 
on  September  1, 1910.  Although  Emma  Thomas  had  misgivings 
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about  her  son's  marriage — seeming  to  distrust  wealthy  New 
Yorkers — her  premonitions  were  not  well  founded.  According 
to  every  report,  her  son  and  daughter-in-law  had  an  ideal 
marriage. 

During  the  early  period  of  his  courtship  and  marriage, 
Thomas  was  enrolled  at  the  rather  heterodox  Union  Theologi- 
cal Seminary  in  New  York.  His  parents  would  have  preferred 
him  to  attend  a  more  conservative  institution,  but  they  raised 
no  vigorous  objection  to  his  choice. 

During  the  first  decade  of  the  twentieth  century,  suggest 
two  students  of  American  social  reform,  "the  theological  sem- 
inaries seethed  with  unrest  and  social  criticism  inspired  largely 
by  Dr.  Walter  Rauschenbusch  and  Dr.  Harry  F.  Ward."31 
Just  prior  to  World  War  I,  Rauschenbusch,  in  particular,  was 
bringing  the  message  of  Social  Christianity  to  large  numbers 
of  Protestant  theological  students.  During  his  many  years  as 
a  teacher  at  the  Rochester  Theological  Seminary,  Rauschen- 
busch was  actively  engaged  in  the  attempt  to  socialize  Ameri- 
can Protestantism.  He  argued  that  the  teachings  of  Jesus  Christ 
could  not  be  reconciled  with  the  materialism  of  capitalism. 
Thomas  was  very  familiar  with  the  writings  of  Rauschenbusch 
and  was  increasingly  impressed  by  the  arguments  of  the  Chris- 
tian Socialists.  "Insofar  as  any  one  man  or  any  one  book,  or 
series  of  books  made  me  a  Socialist,"  he  has  written,  "it  was 
probably  Walter  Rauschenbusch  and  his  writings."  32  Though 
Thomas  did  not  actually  embrace  socialism  during  his  seminary 
training,  he  was  being  influenced  in  that  direction. 

By  the  time  of  his  ordination  in  191 1,  there  was  already  some 
indication  that  he  was  destined  to  take  an  unconventional  path, 
at  any  rate  in  church  matters.  Indeed,  his  answers  to  the  church 
examiners  were  so  unusual  that  they  made  the  New  York 
City  papers.  "There  was  a  great  deal  of  debate  as  to  whether 
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so  frankly  an  unorthodox  young  man  should  receive  the  official 
sanction  of  the  Presbyterian  Church,"  reports  historian  W.  E. 
Woodward.33 

Once  ordained,  Thomas  was  in  a  mood  to  think  about 
long-run  vocational  plans.  He  decided  to  leave  Christ  Church, 
and  he  also  gave  up  his  post  as  associate  minister  of  the  very 
swank  Brick  Presbyterian  Church.  He  was  looking  for  greater 
challenges,  and  in  his  new  positions  he  was  to  find  them.  From 
191 1  to  1918  he  was  pastor  of  New  York's  East  Harlem  Presby- 
terian Church  and  chairman  of  the  American  Parish.  The 
latter  was,  in  effect,  a  federation  of  a  group  of  Presbyterian 
churches  and  social  agencies  which  were  located  in  immigrant 
neighborhoods.  In  this  district,  which  he  nostalgically  recalls 
as  his  "little  League  of  Nations,"  he  worked  with  Italians, 
Poles,  Hungarians,  and  Russian  Jews.34 

The  inhabitants  of  the  American  Parish  were  desperately 
poor,  and  they  fell  prey  to  every  conceivable  social  problem. 
The  area  which  it  encompassed  was  reputed  to  have  had  New 
York  City's  highest  homicide  rate.  Intergroup  relations,  it  would 
seem,  were  extremely  tense.  Soon  after  assuming  his  new  job, 
Thomas  wrote  a  letter  to  a  fellow  minister  protesting  anti- 
Italian  sentiment  in  the  latter's  congregation — a  letter  which 
reflected  his  developing  sensitivity  to  social  injustice.  After 
making  a  plea  for  more  tolerance,  he  declared  that  "the  Chris- 
tian Church  faces  no  more  burning  question  than  the  problem 
of  making  brotherhood  real,  .  .  .  concrete  kindness  to  the 
Italians  will  do  more  for  the  church  at  large  and  for  community 
neighborliness  than  scores  of  sermons."35 

World  War  I:  A  Brea\-Through  of  New  Ideals 

When  World  War  I  began  in  the  summer  of  191 4,  Norman 
Thomas  received  a  letter  from  his  minister  father.  "This  will 
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mean  hard  times,"  wrote  W.  E.  Thomas,  "for  all  kinds  of 
Christian  work  and  all  benevolences.  It  is  a  time  that  will  test 
our  faith  as  it  is  seldom  tested.  But  it  is  a  comfort  to  know  that 
God  is  over  all  and  that  he  can  make  the  wrath  to  praise  him."  36 
And  these  were  "hard  times"  for  the  young  Reverend  Thomas. 
World  events  and  the  social  conditions  that  he  observed  on  a 
day-to-day  basis  were  forcing  him  to  crystallize  his  thinking 
about  the  world  around  him.  World  War  I  was  the  crucible, 
so  to  speak,  in  which  his  radical  social  philosophy  became  more 
clearly  formulated.  His  careful  reading  of  Robert  Hunter's 
Poverty  (1904),  Henry  Noel  Brailsford's  War  of  Steel  and 
Gold  (1915),  and  the  famous  debates  on  socialism  between 
Father  John  A.  Ryan  and  Morris  Hillquit  which  appeared  in 
the  pages  of  Everybody's  Magazine  in  1913  tended  to  push  him 
farther  in  the  direction  of  Christian  pacifism  and  socialism. 

The  trend  of  his  thought  is  clearly  revealed  in  his  corre- 
spondence during  the  months  just  prior  to  the  United  States' 
entry  into  World  War  I.  In  a  letter  of  August,  1916  to  a  fellow 
clergyman,  he  points  to  the  relationship  between  effective 
church  work  and  general  social  health: 

As  you  know,  I  am  more  and  more  convinced  as  time  goes 
on  that  there  is  no  such  thing  as  creating  the  type  of  church 
life  we  desire  in  New  York  either  among  the  very  rich  or 
among  the  poor  (or  for  that  matter  among  the  middle  class) 
so  long  as  unchristian  conditions  characterize  industry,  hous- 
ing, and  amusements.  These  unchristian  conditions  will  not 
be  conquered  simply  by  a  general  feeling  of  good  will  but 
require  definite  and  well  thought  out  plans  of  action  by 
which  good  will  may  be  made  to  work.37 

To  another  colleague  in  October,  191 6  he  writes  of  the  dangers 
inherent  in  an  arms  race: 
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Every  nation  in  the  world  has  said  that  it  was  only  preparing 
to  defend  itself  and  no  nation  believes  the  others.  If  America 
utilizes  this  opportunity  to  become  one  of  the  strongest  mili- 
tary powers  it  will  awaken  suspicion,  force  the  exhausted 
powers  to  keep  up  a  race  in  armaments  and  delay  the  estab- 
lishment of  a  righteous  peace.38 

Reverend  Norman  Thomas  appeared  to  be  quite  cognizant 
of  the  fact  that  his  developing  thought  and  his  sphere  of  activity 
were  carrying  him  rather  far  from  the  world  of  the  average 
Princeton  graduate  of  1905.  Some  eleven  years  after  leaving 
Princeton  he  wrote  a  letter  to  an  alumni  group  in  which  he 
attempted  to  summarize  the  kind  of  living  and  thinking  that 
he  had  been  doing  in  the  outside  world : 

My  own  life  has  gone  on  quietly;  yet  I  have  been  privileged 
to  touch  a  most  absorbing  drama  of  life  here  among  these 
people  of  many  races  who  have  made  their  homes,  or  what 
must  pass  for  homes,  here  in  our  city.  Tragedy  and  comedy, 
sordid  misery  and  discouragement,  and  high  hope,  brave 
living  and  real  success  are  strangely  mingled.  I  have  become, 
I  suppose,  in  these  years  what  someone  has  called  "the  worst 
of  provincials,  a  confirmed  New  Yorker,"  yet  the  New  York 
I  know  best  is  not  the  New  York  most  familiar  to  the  average 
Princeton  man.  .  .  . 

With  all  my  love  for  Princeton  I  sometimes  think,  un- 
justly, of  course,  that  my  education  really  began  when  I  left 
there  and  that  not  the  smallest  part  of  it  has  been  the  life 
here  in  this  district.  It  is  a  sort  of  school  which  sets  hard 
lessons  and  asks  some  difficult  questions.  What  is  our  de- 
mocracy worth?  How  shall  we  make  it  apply  to  our  social, 
industrial  and  political  problems?  Are  we  preparing  well 
for  national  safety  in  peace  or  war  when  so  many  of  our 
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workers  cannot  even  under  favorable  conditions  make  the 
proper  living  wage?  I  wish  more  Princeton  men  were  stu- 
dents in  this  school — but  that  is  preaching,  which  is  against 
the  rules  in  a  class  letter.39 

As  America's  involvement  in  the  war  became  more  immi- 
nent, the  young  minister  became  more  convinced  that  on  no 
ground  could  the  good  Christian  support  war.  Moreover,  he 
was  inclined  to  believe  that  the  war  could  only  "be  accounted 
for  in  terms  of  the  socialist  analysis."  40  He  came  to  look  upon 
it  as  an  immoral  struggle  between  rival  imperialisms.  By 
January  of  1917  he  had  joined  the  Fellowship  of  Reconciliation, 
an  organization  of  religious  pacifists  with  a  strong  social-reform 
bent. 

This  was  to  be  the  beginning  of  Norman  Thomas'  long  in- 
volvement with  organizations  dedicated  to  unpopular  causes. 
"I  was  a  long  while  in  coming  to  it,"  he  wrote  to  a  friend  in 
explanation  of  his  decision  to  join  the  F.O.R.,  "but  finally 
became  convinced  that  so  far  as  I  could  see,  war  and  Chris- 
tianity are  incompatible;  that  you  cannot  conquer  war  by  war; 
cast  out  Satan  by  Satan;  or  do  the  enormous  evil  of  war  that 
good  may  come."  He  went  on  to  argue  that  "Christ's  method 
of  dealing  with  life's  problems  almost  stands  or  falls  with  this 
test  and  that  if  we  would  honestly  try  His  way  God  would 
guide  us  to  unimagined  solutions  of  our  problems."  He  was 
perfectly  aware  that  he  held  a  view  "which  the  great  majority 
of  Christians"  reject,  and  conceded  that  men  often  supported 
war  out  of  noble  motivation.41 

World  War  I  had  a  profound  impact  not  merely  on  Norman 
but  upon  the  whole  family  into  which  he  was  born.  The  sermon 
which  Welling  Thomas,  Norman's  father,  wrote  on  November 
14,  1915,  the  day  of  his  death,  but  which  he  was  never  able  to 
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deliver,  was  full  of  foreboding  for  the  future  of  mankind. 
"Can  it  be,"  he  asked,  "that  this  war  in  Europe  is  going  to 
undo  in  great  measure  what  centuries  of  Christian  effort  have 
accomplished?"42  Emma  Thomas  experienced  the  pain  of 
seeing  her  two  sons  Ralph  and  Arthur  go  off  to  war,  and  also 
suffered  what  was  probably  even  greater  distress  because  of 
the  fact  that  Norman  and  Evan  were  staunchly  and  openly  op- 
posed to  the  war.  And  she  had  cause  for  concern,  especially 
in  the  case  of  Evan.  Norman,  as  a  minister,  was  legally  ex- 
empt from  military  service,  but  Evan  had  no  such  exemption 
and  chose  to  go  to  prison  rather  than  accept  the  draft.  Ex- 
ceeding Norman  in  rebelliousness,  he  led  a  hunger  strike  while 
in  prison. 

Evan's  correspondence  with  his  mother  and  other  members 
of  the  family  reveals  that  he  was  probably  more  disillusioned 
with  what  he  called  "this  wretched  social  order"  than  was  his 
older  brother.  Norman  had  become  an  ardent  critic  of  Ameri- 
can society  but  managed  to  live  within  it  with  some  measure 
of  comfort.  Evan's  antipathy  to  capitalism  had  become  so  great 
that  he  seemed  to  find  living  under  it  unbearable.  Indeed,  even 
though  in  later  years  he  was  to  become  a  professor  of  medicine 
at  New  York  University  and  a  world-renowned  authority  on 
venereal  diseases,  this  uncompromising  idealist  never  became 
accommodated  to  many  of  the  basic  values  of  American  soci- 
ety. He  was  in  it  but  not  of  it.  He  became  chairman  of  the  War 
Resisters  League,  and  through  the  years  his  pacifism  remained 
unabated.  An  eccentric  blend,  he  is  part  socialist,  part  anarchist, 
part  pacifist,  part  agnostic.  He  was  sympathetic  toward  but 
never  joined  the  Socialist  party. 

The  path  that  Norman  and  Evan  were  taking  was  apparently 
understood,  if  not  accepted,  by  their  soldier  brother  Ralph,  who 
was  to  embrace  conservatism  rather  than  radicalism.  The  latter 
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wrote  to  Norman  in  February  of  1918,  "I  am  sorry  we  don't 
agree  in  this,  the  biggest  affair  of  our  lives,  but  you  know  I 
respect  your  courage  of  conviction  and  idealism."  43  Through 
the  years,  political  differences  were  never  to  mar  the  affection 
and  loyalty  that  the  Thomases  felt  for  one  another. 

During  the  war  Emma  Thomas,  who  was  deeply  concerned 
over  Evan's  imprisonment,  wrote  a  moving  and  eloquent  let- 
ter to  President  Wilson  in  which  she  pleaded  for  more  humane 
treatment  for  conscientious  objectors.  She  reminded  him  that 
"four  tall  Thomas  boys"  had  been  his  students  at  Princeton. 
"Judging  by  their  admiration  for  you,"  she  wrote,  "and  their 
quotations  from  your  teachings  and  writings,  your  influence 
over  them  was  as  strong  as  that  of  any  teacher  in  their  lives. 
Yet  in  this  time  of  decision  for  thinking  men,  two  of  them 
have  taken  the  line  of  war  service  for  their  country  and  two 
of  them  have  felt  that  so  inherently  an  evil  as  war  is  not  the 
Christian  method  of  bringing  righteousness.  .  .  ."  44  Her  words, 
if  they  came  to  the  President's  attention,  fell  on  deaf  ears. 
Wilson  had  no  tolerance  or  understanding  for  those  who  would 
not  support  the  war  effort. 

As  the  months  of  1917  went  by,  Norman  Thomas  experi- 
enced a  growing  radicalism,  especially  in  his  relation  to  the 
church.  This  was  doubtless  in  part  an  outcome  of  his  associa- 
tion with  the  Fellowship  of  Reconciliation.  He  was  becoming 
bitterly  critical  of  the  behavior  of  his  fellow  clergymen.  In 
January,  1917  he  made  his  position  unmistakably  clear  in  a 
letter  to  a  Presbyterian  organization.  He  was  willing  to  grant 
"...  that  churchmen  and  Christians  should  in  an  emergency 
think  of  war  as  a  deplorable  necessity  is  understandable."  But 
that  they,  "without  any  sense  of  contrition  for  the  failure  of 
the  church  .  .  .  should  rush  into  advocacy  of  conscription  and 
virtually  of  war  in  the  name  of  Jesus  of  Nazareth"  was  more 
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than  he  could  accept.  "It  is  this  which  tempts  me  to  despair 
for  the  future  of  the  church.  Even  in  war  the  church  ought  to 
stand  for  a  form  of  society  transcending  nationalism  and  na- 
tional boundaries.  Such  rules  as  your  Board  of  Directors  have 
sent  out  make  the  church  a  handmaid  of  nationalism  and  in 
that  very  act  she  abdicates  her  highest  claims  upon  humanity."  45 
Not  only  did  Thomas  become  increasingly  disturbed  con- 
cerning what  he  viewed  as  the  acquiescence  of  the  church  to 
the  institution  of  war,  but  he  became  equally  convinced  that 
she  was  much  too  accepting  of  other  social  evils.  In  "The  Church 
and  Industry"  (1917),  one  of  his  earliest  essays  on  social  and 
economic  matters,  he  made  a  strong  plea  for  Social  Chris- 
tianity. He  vigorously  criticized  the  church  for  merely  going 
along  with  the  status  quo  and  argued,  in  effect,  that  it  should 
become  a  basic  agency  of  social  reform.  He  wrote: 

...  In  that  social  order  the  church  has  been  in  general  a 
complacent  partner,  yet  she  wonders  that  men  reject  her, 
and,  alas,  the  Master  whose  name  she  bears.  She  ignores, 
tolerates,  or  at  best,  only  here  and  there  openly  fights  con- 
ditions which  warp  and  twist  the  lives  of  men  and  women 
and  little  children. 

.  .  .  The  church  must  live  and  teach  as  the  constant  wit- 
ness to  Christ,  the  Savior  of  the  individual  and  the  regener- 
ator of  society.  The  two  tasks  cannot  be  separated  but  must 
be  forever  united  as  in  Jesus'  conception  of  the  Kingdom. 
The  church,  then,  as  His  witness,  must  confess  with  shame 
to  the  blindness  which  has  made  her  so  slow  in  denouncing 
slavery,  so  tolerant  of  war,  so  indifferent  to  child  labor  long 
after  the  labor  unions  were  fighting  it.  On  great  moral  issues 
like  these  she  must  speak  out  at  least  as  clearly  as  she  now 
speaks  out  against  the  drink  traffic,  if  she  is  to  triumph.46 
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During  the  same  month  that  Mr.  Thomas  wrote  these  words 
the  United  States  Congress  declared  war  on  the  German  Em- 
pire. This  did  not  move  Thomas  to  become  more  accepting  of 
war.  He  continued  to  adhere  to  his  Christian  pacifism,  which 
made  him  one  of  a  small  minority  of  American  Protestant 
ministers  who  refused  to  sanction  the  war  even  after  the  United 
States  had  become  officially  involved. 

How  did  Thomas  justify  his  position  to  himself  and  others? 
Upon  what  grounds  did  he  refrain  from  participation  in  an 
enterprise  to  which  virtually  the  whole  nation  appeared  to  be 
committed  ?  Apart  from  any  specific  criticisms  of  the  war  itself, 
of  which  he  had  many,  he  saw  the  problem  as  a  matter  of 
choosing  between  the  dictates  of  conscience  and  the  dictates 
of  the  state.  His  choice  was  clear:  Man  was  morally  required 
to  behave  in  terms  of  conscience.  "The  state  is  not  really  served," 
he  reasoned,  "when  she  takes  the  place  of  mankind  in  general 
and  God.  The  doctrine  that  there  is  a  national  conscience 
which  must  always  be  superior  to  individual  conscience  is  the 
death  of  any  vital  religion  and  of  any  real  sense  of  human 
brotherhood.  ...  I  owe  much  to  my  country.  I  owe  more  to 
the  great  company  of  mankind  who  minister  to  me  in  body, 
mind  and  spirit.  As  a  Christian  I  believe  I  owe  most  to  God 
and  there  can  be  no  authority  but  my  conscience  to  determine 
the  just  payment  of  those  debts.  It  is,  to  be  sure,  my  duty  to 
seek  all  possible  light  from  every  source,  but  having  done  that 
I  must  follow  conscience."  47 

An  Individualist  Joins  a  Party 

Among  the  various  American  groups  that  continued  to  op- 
pose World  War  I,  even  after  the  United  States  had  entered 
it,  the  Socialist  party  was  by  far  the  most  important  and  the 
most  vocal.  It  was  hardly  surprising,  therefore,  that  Norman 
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Thomas  should  be  drawn  in  its  direction.  By  this  time  he  was 
not  only  a  militant  pacifist  but  a  believer  in  fundamental 
social  and  economic  change  as  well. 

Probably  the  most  important  and  interesting  American  po- 
litical contest  of  1917  was  the  mayoralty  race  in  New  York 
City.  The  incumbent  candidate  was  John  P.  Mitchell,  who  was 
supported  by  independent  Democrats,  independent  Republi- 
cans, and  municipal  reformers.  The  official  Republican  group 
offered  William  F.  Bennett,  and  the  official  Democratic  candi- 
date was  John  F.  Hylan.  What  might  have  been  an  ordinary 
campaign  turned  into  one  of  the  most  exciting  in  the  history 
of  New  York  City  by  virtue  of  the  fact  that  the  Socialist  party 
nominated  Morris  Hillquit,  one  of  its  most  able  and  best- 
known  spokesmen.  From  the  Socialist-party  point  of  view  the 
major  purpose  of  the  campaign  was  to  get  a  wider  hearing  for 
its  antiwar  views.  Indeed,  the  war  issue  was  to  become  the  most 
important  issue  in  the  campaign.  The  Socialists  themselves 
were  surprised  at  the  enthusiasm  that  the  campaign  engendered. 
In  their  campaign  of  1913  they  had  put  up  Charles  Edward 
Russell  as  candidate.  Even  though  he  was  well  known  as  a 
writer  and  speaker,  the  campaign  did  not  prove  to  be  an  un- 
usual one.  Russell  received  only  32,000  votes.  During  the  1917 
campaign  Russell  and  many  other  former  Socialists  who  were 
prowar  supported  Mitchell.  Nevertheless,  Hillquit's  campaign, 
in  which  he  received  145,332  votes,  proved  to  be  one  of  the 
most  successful  campaigns  that  the  Socialist  party  has  ever 
waged  in  New  York  City,  to  be  exceeded  only  by  Thomas' 
mayoralty  campaign  of  1929.  The  enthusiasm,  especially  on 
the  East  Side,  somehow  became  contagious.  Wherever  Hill- 
quit  spoke,  he  found  large  audiences.  It  would  appear  that 
some  conservative  groups  were  truly  alarmed,  as  they  be- 
lieved that  he  might  win. 
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Hillquit's  campaign  speeches  were  forthrightly  antiwar. 
The  opening  speech  of  his  campaign  contained  these  rousing 
words:  "We  are  for  peace.  We  are  unalterably  opposed  to  the 
killing  of  our  manhood  and  the  draining  of  our  resources  in 
the  bewildering  pursuit  of  an  incomprehensible  'democracy/ 
a  pursuit  of  democracy  which  has  the  support  of  the  men  and 
the  classes  who  habitually  rob  and  despoil  the  people  of  Amer- 
ica; a  pursuit  of  democracy  which  begins  by  suppressing  the 
freedom  of  speech,  press,  and  public  assemblage  and  by  stifling 
legitimate  political  criticism.  Not  warfare  and  terrorism,  but 
Socialism  and  social  justice  will  make  the  world  safe  for 
democracy.  .  .  ."48 

Such  thoughts  drew  the  man  who  was  one  day  to  become  the 
foremost  leader  of  American  socialism  closer  to  the  Socialist 
party.  About  one  month  before  the  close  of  the  campaign, 
Reverend  Norman  Thomas  wrote  a  letter  to  Morris  Hillquit 
indicating  that  he  wished  to  back  him  in  his  campaign  for 
mayor.  But  Thomas  was  not  as  yet  ready,  "for  various  reasons," 
to  become  a  member  of  the  Socialist  party,  essentially  be- 
cause he  feared  it  would  involve  embracing  a  new  orthodoxy. 
As  one  who  had  revolted  against  orthodox  Protestantism,  he 
was  in  no  mood  to  accept  any  new  creed.  Yet  he  did  make  it 
clear  in  his  letter  to  Hillquit  that  he  believed  in  "the  abolition 
of  the  capitalistic  system,"  which  he  held  responsible  for  the  war 
which  was  then  raging.  "Entirely  apart  from  the  so-called 
peace  issue,"  he  wrote,  "I  think  your  election  or  even  a  very 
large  vote  for  you  must  be  of  very  great  significance  in  the 
struggle  for  a  new  day."  49 

It  cannot  be  doubted  that  Reverend  Thomas  looked  upon 
his  decision  to  support  Hillquit's  candidacy  as  being  a  very  im- 
portant step  in  his  life.  Indicative  of  this  is  the  fact  that  he 
felt  the  need  to  write  a  long  letter  to  his  mother  explaining  the 
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whys  and  wherefores  of  his  action.  He  began  by  intimating 
that  he  did  not  expect  her  to  be  surprised  at  his  decision.  He 
then  went  on  to  state  his  position  in  detail.  It  was  as  if  he  were 
trying  to  clarify  the  issues  in  his  own  mind  by  committing 
them  to  paper: 

I  am  not  a  member  of  the  Socialist  Party  but,  as  I  have 
told  you,  I  agree  very  nearly  with  very  many  of  their  funda- 
mental doctrines  and  I  have  for  some  time  admired  Mr.  Hill- 
quit  personally. 

As  for  the  church,  I  believe  I  am  doing  her  the  highest 
service  by  proving  or  trying  to  prove  that  she  is  catholic 
enough  to  make  room  for  social  radicals.  The  strife  between 
radicalism  and  conservatism  is  the  battle  of  the  future.  Will 
it  be  fought  by  violence  or  more  peaceful  means?  If  the 
church  can  speak  now  she  may  do  much  to  save  the  future. 
For  myself,  I  believe  that  the  Christian  ethics  are  impossible 
in  the  present  order  of  society  and  that  every  Christian  must 
desire  a  new  social  order  based  on  cooperation  rather  than 
competition  in  which  alone  the  highest  ideals  can  be  in- 
volved. This  is  the  hope  of  the  Socialist  Party.  I  will  grant 
that  it  is  far  from  perfect  ...  it  has  more  idealism,  though, 
than  any  party  I  know  of.  Its  members  may  be  less  respectable 
than  those  in  the  old  parties,  but  they  are  struggling  toward 
the  light  even  as  were  the  poor  to  welcome  Jesus.  Socialism 
without  Christianity  is  not  to  my  mind  the  hope  of  the 
world,  but  you  cannot  Christianize  radiclton  by  standing 
aloof  from  it.  I  believe  that  no  opportunit^4^8teLe  to  me 
as  a  minister  greater  than  that  which  I  have  D&a^SStony 


conscience  has  compelled  me  to  come  out  now  on  the  ra^^al 
side.  It  means  something  when  a  Christian  minister  can**  £/* 
assure  an  enormous  audience  in  Madison  Square  Garden, 
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as  I  did  the  other  night,  that  he  takes  the  stand  he  does  be- 
cause he  believes  in  the  ethics  of  Jesus.50 

Thomas  was  fully  prepared  to  risk  all  for  the  sake  of  his 
socialist  and  pacifist  ideals.  He  continued: 

Whether  the  church  will  tolerate  me  or  not  is  for  it  to  say. 
I  hope  it  will.  If  it  does  not  it  will  injure  herself  far  more 
than  it  will  me  and  I  say  this  without  conceit,  because  her 
attitude  toward  me  will  be  symbolic  of  her  outlook  for  the 
future.  I  am  perfectly  aware  that  the  stand  I  am  taking  is 
costing  me  many  friendships,  every  possible  chance  of  get- 
ting another  church  if  I  should  leave  here,  and  perhaps, 
though  I  think  not,  my  present  position.  I  can  only  say  that 
if  it  costs  me  more  than  I  fear,  it  is  to  my  mind  the  only 
way,  for  I  could  not  maintain  my  self-respect  and  do  differ- 
ently nor  could  I  serve  the  Kingdom  of  God  as  effectively.51 

These  are  the  words  of  an  extremely  thoughtful  and  deeply 
religious  man  who  had  come  to  the  conclusion  that  the  social 
arrangements  that  prevailed  at  that  time  were  not  compatible 
with  the  Christian  principles  he  held  so  dear.  With  a  mature 
awareness  of  the  possible  consequences,  Reverend  Thomas  de- 
cided to  dedicate  himself  to  the  cause  of  social  reform.  In  the 
years  that  followed  his  participation  in  the  Hillquit  campaign, 
Reverend  Thomas  became  increasingly  more  intent  upon 
propagating  a  socialist  message  rather  than  a  Christian  one. 

By  the  time  of  the  United  States'  entrance  into  World  War 
I  he  had  moved  far  from  the  "respectable"  groups  in  American 
Presbyterianism.  He  had  become  a  member  of  the  Executive 
Committee  of  the  American  Union  against  Militarism  and  even 
appeared  before  Congress  as  its  spokesman.  More  significantly, 
he  assumed  a  leadership  role  in  the  Fellowship  of  Reconcilia- 
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tion.  He  founded  and  edited  its  official  magazine,  the  World 
Tomorrow,  "a  journal  looking  toward  a  social  order  based 
on  the  religion  of  Jesus."  He  also  founded,  in  co-operation  with 
Roger  Baldwin,  a  new  division  of  the  American  Union  against 
Militarism,  the  Civil  Liberties  Bureau.  And,  when  Baldwin 
went  to  jail  for  refusal  to  register  for  the  draft,  much  of  the 
bureau's  work  fell  upon  Thomas'  shoulders.  Ultimately,  the 
Civil  Liberties  Bureau  was  to  become  the  American  Civil 
Liberties  Union. 

In  the  spring  of  191 8,  about  six  months  before  his  formal 
affiliation  with  the  Socialist  party,  Thomas  resigned  from  the 
East  Harlem  Presbyterian  Church  and  the  American  Parish. 
He  was  never  officially  requested  to  do  so,  though  it  had  been 
hinted  at.  Apparently,  he  maintained  good  rapport  with  his 
parishioners  despite  his  growing  radicalism.  Basically,  he  de- 
cided to  leave  because  he  became  convinced  that  his  pacifism 
and  emerging  socialism  were  jeopardizing  these  institutions' 
possibilities  for  receiving  much-needed  outside  financial  sup- 
port. The  chairman  of  the  Presbyterian  Home  Missions  Com- 
mittee accepted  Thomas'  resignation  with  delighted  relief. 

Thomas  entered  the  Socialist  party  with  some  serious  reserva- 
tions. The  character  of  much  of  its  propaganda,  with  its  pro- 
letarian verbiage,  tended  to  repel  rather  than  to  attract  him. 
Less  than  a  month  before  joining,  he  indicated  that  he  was  in 
general  agreement  with  its  basic  policies,  but  he  also  suggested 
that  he  had  not  yet  joined  because  he  feared  "its  tendency  to 
trust  to  coercion  of  the  individual  mind  and  conscience  rather 
than  persuasion.  The  ultimate  values  in  the  world  are  those  of 
personality,"  he  wrote,  "and  no  theory  of  the  state,  whether 
socialistic  or  capitalistic,  is  valid,  which  makes  it  master,  not 
servant,  of  man."  52  Nevertheless,  at  this  same  time  he  began 
to  wonder  "if  it  would  not  be  best  to  fight  for  the  ideas  of 
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civil  liberty  and  freedom  of  conscience  within  the  party  than 
without."  53 

By  October  of  191 8  he  arrived  at  his  decision  and  wrote  a 
letter  requesting  membership  in  the  Socialist  party: 

I  am  sending  you  an  application  for  membership  in  the 
Socialist  Party.  I  am  doing  this  because  I  think  these  are 
days  when  radicals  ought  to  stand  up  and  be  counted.  I 
believe  in  the  necessity  of  establishing  a  cooperative  com- 
monwealth and  the  abolition  of  our  present  unjust  economic 
institutions  and  class  distinctions  based  thereon.54 

At  that  time  Thomas  could  honestly  say  that  he  subscribed  to 
the  general  principles  of  socialism,  but  he  had  obviously  not 
resolved  all  of  his  doubts  about  becoming  an  organization 
Socialist.  He  continued  in  his  letter  of  application: 

Perhaps  to  certain  members  of  the  party  my  Socialism  would 
not  be  of  the  most  orthodox  variety.  As  you  know,  I  have  a 
profound  fear  of  the  undue  exaltation  of  the  State,  and  a 
profound  faith  that  the  new  world  must  depend  upon  free- 
dom and  fellowship  rather  than  upon  any  sort  of  coercion 
whatsoever.  I  am  interested  in  political  parties  only  to  the 
extent  in  which  they  may  be  serviceable  in  advancing  certain 
ideals  and  in  winning  liberty  for  men  and  women. 

My  accepting  of  the  socialist  platform  is  on  the  basis  of 
general  principles  rather  than  of  details.  If  I  were  a  farmer 
and  lived  in  certain  states  of  the  middle  west,  it  is  quite  likely 
that  I  should  be  a  member  of  the  Nonpartisan  League  and  I 
regret  the  provision  of  the  party  constitution  which  would 
automatically  expel  me.  Though  I  am  a  staunch  pacifist,  I 
should  have  voted  for  the  preamble  of  the  St.  Louis  platform. 
However,  you  don't  want  a  detailed  statement  of  my  views. 
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I  shall  be  glad  to  answer  any  questions  that  you  may  have 
to  raise.  If  this  statement  is  satisfactory,  I  shall  look  forward 
to  the  fellowship  of  the  party  as  a  real  privilege.55 

At  the  time  of  the  writing  of  this  letter  Norman  Thomas  was 
no  youngster;  he  was  almost  thirty-four  years  old.  He  did  not 
embrace  socialism  out  of  some  youthful  enthusiasm  or  out  of 
some  neurotic  compulsion  to  be  unconventional.  He  counts 
himself  as  "an  exception  to  the  good  rule  of  the  Frenchman, 
'He's  no  good  who  isn't  a  Socialist  before  he's  twenty-one, 
or  if  he  is,  after  he's  thirty.' "  56  He  "fought  being  a  Socialist 
for  quite  a  long  time"  57  and  resisted  the  idea  of  joining  the 
Socialist  party  and  accepting  its  "moderate  discipline."  58  "My 
actual  transition  to  Socialism,"  he  has  recalled,  "was  slow  and 
gradual.  There  was  no  vision  or  any  'Road  to  Damascus.' 
There  was  no  great  moment  of  any  kind." 59  Basically,  he 
insists,  his  embracing  of  socialism  has  to  be  explained  in  terms 
of  "events,  not  people  and  not  books."60  The  major  forces, 
in  his  own  estimation,  which  pushed  him  toward  socialism 
were  the  "grotesque  inequalities,  conspicuous  waste,  gross 
exploitation,  and  unnecessary  poverty  all  about  me."  He  saw 
no  "adequate"  progressive  solution.61  The  only  way  out,  he 
felt  forced  to  conclude,  was  socialism,  preferably  of  a  Christian 
rather  than  a  Marxist  variety. 


Chapter  II 


Setting  the  Stage 


A  political  leader  cannot  be  understood  apart  from  the  move- 
ment that  he  attempts  to  lead.  Leadership  can  never  be  divorced 
from  follower  ship.  There  is  always  a  reciprocal  relationship 
between  the  two.  Leaders,  even  the  most  powerful  of  them,  are 
not  free  agents.  Inevitably,  they  are  confronted  with  situations, 
not  of  their  own  making,  that  rise  out  of  the  history  and  the 
culture  of  any  given  movement. 

An  American  Socialist  leader  must  behave  in  terms  of  situ- 
ations that  are  rather  different  from  those  which  a  major-party 
leader  must  face,  for  the  American  socialist  movement  has  a 
history  and  a  culture — patterns  of  behavior  and  shared  attitudes 
— which  are  distinctly  its  own.  It  cannot  be  analyzed  realisti- 
cally simply  in  terms  of  the  larger  patterns  of  American  society. 
It  must  be  viewed  in  terms  of  its  own  traditions  and  values. 
Some  of  the  basic  facts  of  the  history  of  the  American  socialist 
movement  have  to  be  understood  in  order  to  set  the  stage — 
so  to  speak — for  a  consideration  of  the  political  career  of 
Norman  Thomas. 

Marxism  in  America 

The  socialist  movement  in  the  United  States,  excluding 
certain  Utopian  colonization  ventures,  was  not  an  indigenous 
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product  of  the  American  environment.  The  socialist  idea  in  the 
modern  or  Marxian  sense  was  apparently  brought  to  America 
by  German  immigrants  who,  in  large  numbers,  fled  their 
homeland  following  the  European  revolutionary  upheavals 
of  1830  and  1848.  Some  of  these  men  who  arrived  here  during 
the  1850's  had  been  closely  associated  with  Karl  Marx  and 
Friedrich  Engels. 

As  early  as  1853  a  group  of  Germans  had  founded  in  New 
York  the  American  Workingmen's  Alliance.  It  organized 
branches  in  several  other  states  and  could  even  boast  of  a  news- 
paper. This  organization,  however,  had  a  brief  life.  The  anti- 
slavery  cause  and  later  the  Civil  War  itself  diverted  its  member- 
ship from  socialist  activities. 

In  1864  a  more  important  and  more  interesting  radical  or- 
ganization was  to  be  born  in  London,  England.  It  was  called 
the  Workingmen's  International  Association,  later  to  be  known 
as  the  First  International.  The  essential  purpose  of  this  fan- 
tastic combination  of  men  with  virtually  every  kind  of  radical 
orientation  was  to  promote  a  sense  of  solidarity  among  workers 
throughout  the  world.  Among  its  important  leaders,  who  were 
perpetually  feuding  with  each  other,  were  Karl  Marx,  Giuseppe 
Mazzini,  and  Michael  Bakunin. 

By  1869  the  First  International  was  to  have  an  American 
affiliate  in  the  General  German  Workingmen's  Union,  which 
had  been  organized  during  the  eighteen  fifties.  The  leader  of 
the  American  branch  was  F.  A.  Sorge,  who  had  been  close  to 
Marx  before  coming  to  America.  The  history  of  the  First 
International  is  the  history  of  furious  debates  between  Marx 
and  Bakunin  and  their  disciples.  Fearing  that  the  anarchists 
would  gain  control  of  the  organization,  by  a  series  of  rather 
unethical  manipulations  the  Marxists  managed  to  have  the 
organization's  headquarters  moved  to  New  York  in  1872.  Thus 
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America  became  the  home  for  an  international  debating  society 
that  debated  issues  of  only  the  remotest  concern  to  Americans. 
After  four  years  of  polemical  discussions  concerning  tactics,  a 
favorite  pastime  among  revolutionaries,  the  First  International 
was  officially  dissolved  in  1876. 

In  the  same  year  that  the  First  International  breathed  its 
last  breath,  a  unity  convention  of  seven  delegates  from  various 
radical  faiths  was  held  in  Philadelphia,  Pennsylvania.  These 
delegates  represented  four  different  groups:  the  Social  Demo- 
cratic Workingmen's  party  of  North  America,  the  Labor  party 
of  Illinois,  the  Socio-Political  Labor-Union  of  Cincinnati,  and 
the  North  American  Federation  of  the  International  Working- 
men's  Association.  These  four  organizations  consolidated  to 
become  the  Workingmen's  party  of  the  United  States.  In  1877 
the  Workingmen's  party  held  another  convention,  at  which 
the  issue  of  economic  versus  political  action  was  debated.  The 
opponents  of  political  measures  were  actually  rooted  in  the 
anarchist  rather  than  in  the  socialist  tradition.  In  any  case,  the 
majority  decided  upon  political  action,  and  the  organization 
changed  its  name  to  the  Socialist  Labor  party,  which  enjoys 
the  distinction  of  being  the  oldest  socialist  political  group  in 
the  United  States.  From  1877  to  1897  it  completely  dominated 
the  American  socialist  scene. 

The  new  organization  was  born  into  an  era  of  growth  and 
turbulence.  During  the  first  two  years  of  its  existence  its  mem- 
bership more  than  tripled.  This  increase  in  numbers,  however, 
was  not  accompanied  by  an  increase  in  internal  harmony.  The 
Socialist  Labor  party,  like  virtually  every  other  socialist  group 
in  American  history,  was  literally  plagued  by  factionalism.  The 
issue  of  direct  action  versus  political  action  was  far  from  re- 
solved. Some  members  in  the  party  favored  arming  workers; 
others  approved  only  parliamentary  methods  for  gaining  power. 
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Some  favored  co-operation  with  the  established  trade  unions; 
others  scorned  them  as  instruments  of  the  capitalist  class.  Some 
were  sympathetic  to  the  anarchist  point  of  view;  others  could 
not  tolerate  it.  Similar  controversies  were  to  recur  throughout 
the  history  of  American  socialism. 

To  make  matters  more  difficult,  during  this  period  of  intense 
factionalism,  the  Socialist  Labor  party  was  struggling  to  Ameri- 
canize itself.  The  task  was  not  easy,  for  only  about  10  per  cent 
of  its  members  had  been  born  in  the  United  States.  In  fact, 
the  organization  was  never  to  know  real  success  in  its  quest 
for  Americanization. 

A  new  phase  in  the  history  of  the  Socialist  Labor  party  be- 
gan when,  in  1889,  it  was  joined  by  E)aniel  DeLeon,  a  former 
lecturer  in  international  law  at  Columbia  University.  From 
then  until  his  death  in  191 4  he  was  to  dominate  the  organiza- 
tion with  an  iron  hand.  No  American  radical  or  labor  leader 
before  or  since  has  ever  wielded  such  complete  power.  Virtually 
all  students  of  American  social  reform  agree  that  DeLeon  was 
a  man  endowed  with  considerable  intellectual  powers  but  that 
he  was  amazingly  egotistical  and  rigid  in  his  thinking.  He 
preached  an  orthodox  Marxism  and  equated  it  with  the  abso- 
lute truth.  All  those  who  did  not  see  eye  to  eye  with  him  were 
viewed  as  traitors,  not  excepting  his  own  son.  "He  was,  perhaps, 
the  'purest'  revolutionary  Marxist  the  world  has  ever  known."  1 
"DeLeon's  tragedy  lay  in  the  fact  that  he  was  more  Marxian 
than  his  Master,"  conclude  Lillian  Symes  and  Travers  Clement 
in  their  Rebel  America? 

In  most  respects,  the  program  of  the  Socialist  Labor  party 
under  the  guidance  of  DeLeon  was  not  markedly  different 
from  that  of  other  socialist  groups  of  the  time.  "With  the 
founders  of  this  republic,"  declared  the  1896  Socialist  Labor 
party  platform,  "we  hold  that  the  true  theory  of  politics  is 
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that  the  machinery  of  government  must  be  owned  and  con- 
trolled by  the  whole  people;  but  in  the  light  of  our  industrial 
development  we  hold,  furthermore,  that  the  true  theory  of 
economics  is  that  the  machinery  of  production  must  likewise 
belong  to  the  people  in  common."  3  Moreover,  after  ascribing 
virtually  all  of  the  unpleasant  features  of  American  society  to 
the  system  of  capitalism,  it  goes  on,  not  straying  one  bit  from 
the  Marxist  dogma,  to  suggest  that  the  system  is  doomed.  "The 
time  is  fast  coming,"  the  platform  predicted,  "when,  in  the 
natural  course  of  social  evolution,  this  system,  through  the 
destructive  action  of  its  failures  and  crises  on  the  one  hand, 
and  the  constructive  tendencies  of  its  trusts  and  other  cap- 
italistic combinations  on  the  other  hand,  shall  have  worked 
out  its  own  downfall."4 

The  unusual  aspect  of  the  Socialist  Labor  party's  program 
during  the  years  of  DeLeon's  leadership  was  the  view  that  the 
party  came  to  support  concerning  labor  unions.  In  the  early 
1890's  DeLeon  attempted  to  do  missionary  work  within  the 
already  declining  Knights  of  Labor.  He  was  apparently  hoping 
to  remake  it  in  terms  of  his  ever-ready  socialist  mold.  The 
Knights,  however,  had  no  desire  to  be  remade,  and  DeLeon 
was  expelled  from  the  organization.  This  led  to  his  complete 
disillusionment  with  the  organized  labor  movement  as  it  was 
then  constituted.  He  became  convinced  that  his  socialist  cause 
could  not  be  forwarded  by  working  within  labor,  and,  with 
characteristic  bitterness,  he  denounced  the  leaders  of  the  Knights 
of  Labor  and  the  young  American  Federation  of  Labor.  To 
him  they  were  "labor  fakers."  "Some  are  ignorant,"  he  ex- 
claimed, "others  are  corrupt;  all  are  unfit  for  leadership  in 
the  labor  movement."  5 

In  November  of  1895,  soon  after  he  was  driven  out  of  the 
Knights  of  Labor,  DeLeon  established  the  Socialist  Trade  and 
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Labor  Alliance.  This  new  labor  body  was  industrial  in  form 
and  was  dedicated  to  the  promotion  of  class  consciousness 
among  workers  and  to  the  destruction  of  capitalism.  DeLeon 
urged  all  workers,  even  those  who  were  already  within  the 
ranks  of  the  Knights  of  Labor  and  the  AFL,  to  join  the  alli- 
ance. This  was  dual  unionism,  pure  and  simple,  and  conserva- 
tive labor  leaders  were  quite  naturally  bitterly  opposed  to  the 
new  organization.  Moreover,  even  many  socialist  trade-union 
officials  who,  for  the  most  part,  had  not  participated  in  the 
launching  of  the  alliance  were  to  become  hostile  toward  it. 
They  were  not  convinced,  as  was  DeLeon,  that  the  already 
established  labor  unions  were  part  and  parcel  of  capitalism. 

The  Socialist  Trade  and  Labor  Alliance  had  some  minor 
victories,  but  it  never  succeeded  in  drawing  large  numbers  of 
workers  into  its  fold.  Those  who  founded  it  did  not  really 
understand  the  American  worker  and  greatly  overestimated 
his  radicalism.  The  formation  of  the  alliance  had  two  adverse 
results:  it  widened  the  gap  between  American  trade  unions 
and  the  socialist  movement;  and  it  precipitated  the  decline  of 
the  Socialist  Labor  party. 

Even  prior  to  DeLeon's  venture  as  a  labor  leader,  many 
members  of  the  Socialist  Labor  party  had  become  resentful  of 
his  authoritarian  type  of  leadership;  they  also  doubted  the  wis- 
dom of  his  labor  policies.  Under  DeLeon  the  party's  history 
was  characterized  by  one  split  after  another,  and  a  major 
schism  in  1899  reduced  the  membership  of  the  Socialist  Labor 
party  by  more  than  half.  After  that  year  the  organization  was 
to  be  increasingly  more  of  a  sect  rather  than  a  party.  Fearing 
the  taint  of  reformism,  the  delegates  to  its  convention  of  1900 
went  so  far  as  to  eliminate  from  their  program  the  advocacy  of 
any  reforms  short  of  socialism  itself.6  By  this  kind  of  orienta- 
tion they  were  ultimately  to  alienate  themselves  completely 
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from  the  rest  of  American  life.  Though  it  still  has  a  few  faith- 
ful followers,  who  avidly  read  the  gospel  according  to  DeLeon 
and  manage  to  put  up  a  presidential  candidate  every  four 
years,  the  Socialist  Labor  party  has  had  virtually  no  influence 
upon  American  thought  and  politics  during  the  last  sixty  years. 
The  failure  of  the  Socialist  Labor  party  was  grounded  in  its 
failure  to  become  Americanized.  It  neglected  to  heed  the  wis- 
dom of  Friedrich  Engels,  Marx's  collaborator,  who  once  wrote, 
"Our  Theory  is  a  theory  of  development,  not  of  dogma,  to  be 
learned  by  heart  and  repeated  mechanically.  The  less  it  is  ham- 
mered into  the  Americans  from  the  outside  and  the  more  they 
test  it  through  their  own  experience  .  .  .  the  more  it  will  be- 
come a  part  of  their  flesh  and  blood."  7 

The  Birth  of  the  Socialist  Party 

The  decline  of  the  Socialist  Labor  party  at  the  turn  of  the 
new  century  was  due  to  internal  factors;  its  failure  cannot  be 
explained  in  terms  of  an  inhospitable  environment.  Indeed, 
American  society  was  beginning  to  bubble  over  with  the  spirit 
of  reform.  It  was  a  period  of  great  awakening.  During  the 
late  nineteenth  century  most  Americans  were  rather  com- 
placent about  their  way  of  life.  The  criticism  of  the  social 
order  which  came  from  the  pens  of  men  like  Henry  George, 
Edward  Bellamy,  and  Henry  D.  Lloyd,  and  which  was  in- 
herent in  the  activities  of  the  Knights  of  Labor,  the  Grangers, 
and  the  People's  party,  fell  largely  on  either  deaf  or  indignant 
ears.  But  after  1900  reformers  became  respectable  and  were 
even  listened  to  by  respectable  people.  The  muckrakers  were 
to  have  one  long  heyday.  Lincoln  Steffens,  Ida  M.  Tarbell, 
Ray  Stannard  Baker,  and  many  others  began  pouring  out 
articles  which  pointed  up  the  seamy  sides  of  American  life. 

The  muckrakers  instilled  in  large  numbers  of  middle-class 
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Americans  a  deep  suspicion  of  the  large  business  organizations 
that  had  held  so  exalted  a  place  in  American  life  during  the 
last  three  decades  of  the  nineteenth  century.  They  became  es- 
pecially suspicious  of  those  persons  who  directed  banking, 
stockbrokerage,  and  insurance  institutions — reflecting  the  wide- 
spread condemnation  of  persons  who  manipulated  money 
which  was  not  their  own.  In  The  New  Freedom,  Woodrow 
Wilson  explained  and  described  well  the  spirit  which  had  over- 
taken American  society  since  the  turn  of  the  century: 

Why  are  we  in  the  presence,  why  are  we  at  the  threshold 
of  a  revolution  ?  Because  we  are  profoundly  disturbed  by  the 
influences  which  we  see  reigning  in  the  determination  of 
our  public  life  and  our  public  policy.  There  was  a  time 
when  America  was  blithe  with  self-confidence.  She  boasted 
that  she,  and  she  alone,  knew  the  processes  of  popular  gov- 
ernment; but  now  she  sees  her  sky  overcast;  she  sees  that 
there  are  at  work  forces  which  she  did  not  dream  of  in  her 
hopeful  youth.  .  .  .  We  are  in  a  temper  to  reconstruct  eco- 
nomic society,  as  we  were  once  in  a  temper  to  reconstruct 
political  society,  and  political  society  may  itself  undergo  a 
radical  modification  in  the  process.  I  doubt  if  any  age  was 
ever  more  conscious  of  its  task  or  more  unanimously  desirous 
of  radical  and  extended  changes  in  its  economic  and  political 
practice.8 

Perhaps  Wilson  overestimated  the  radicalism  of  the  American 
mood,  but  during  this  era  of  progressivism  great  numbers  of 
Americans  recognized  the  necessity  for  certain  alterations  in 
the  status  quo.  It  was  an  auspicious  time  for  a  radical  political 
party  to  be  born. 

The  birth  of  the  American   Socialist  party   corresponded 
rather  closely  with  the  beginning  of  the  Progressive  era.  While 
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the  Socialist  Labor  party,  which  was  primarily  an  eastern  group, 
was  dissipating  its  energies  and  membership  via  its  constant 
internal  feuding,  the  socialist  idea  was  being  sponsored  by 
several  middle-western  organizations  during  the  1890's.  The 
most  important  of  these  was  known  as  the  Social  Democracy, 
which  counted  among  its  leadership  Eugene  Victor  Debs  and 
the  person  most  responsible  for  his  conversion  to  socialism, 
Victor  L.  Berger.  This  group  had  been  brought  into  being  in 
Chicago,  Illinois,  in  June  of  1897.  Its  founders,  among  whom 
Debs  was  the  most  prominent,  had  just  dissolved  the  American 
Railway  Union,  which  had  been  virtually  destroyed  by  the 
United  States  government  injunction  in  the  Pullman  strike  of 
1894.  In  his  address  to  the  newly  constituted  political  party  of 
which  he  automatically  became  chairman,  Debs  declared, 
"There  is  no  hope  for  the  toiling  masses  of  my  countrymen 
except  by  the  pathways  mapped  out  by  the  Socialists,  the  ad- 
vocates of  the  co-operative  commonwealth."  9  Debs  was  con- 
vinced, by  this  time,  that  American  workers  needed  more  than 
a  union  to  usher  in  the  kind  of  world  of  which  he  dreamed. 
Had  not  the  government,  by  one  judicial  act,  been  able  to 
wreck  the  American  Railway  Union,  into  which  he  had  put 
so  much  blood,  sweat,  and  tears? 

The  idea  that  dominated  this  first  convention  of  the  Social 
Democracy  was  that  of  colonization.  That  is,  it  was  proposed 
that  the  organization  should  found  socialistic  or  co-operative 
colonies.  But  the  convention  did  not  fail  to  state  some  immedi- 
ate demands,  which  included:  socialization  of  all  monopolies 
and  utilities,  a  reduction  in  work  hours,  and  government  work 
for  the  unemployed.  The  colonization  scheme  was  to  stimulate 
a  great  deal  of  controversy  within  the  new  party  and  in  socialist 
circles  in  general.  In  1898  members  opposed  to  colonization, 
with  Berger  and  Debs  at  their  helm,  left  the  Social  Democracy 
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and  founded  the  Social  Democratic  party,  which  emphasized 
in  its  program  political  and  union  activity  rather  than  coloniza- 
tion. 

During  the  same  period  that  the  Social  Democratic  forces 
were  achieving  organization  in  the  Middle  West,  the  dissident 
Socialist  Labor  party  factions  in  the  east  were  becoming  better 
organized.  After  1899  these  factions  coalesced  and  became  an 
independent  organization.  This  anti-DeLeon  group,  which 
was  to  be  led  by  Morris  Hillquit,  held  a  convention  in  Rochester, 
New  York,  in  1900.  The  assemblage  abandoned  DeLeon's  labor 
position  and  declared  its  intention  of  supporting  the  organized 
labor  movement.  In  the  same  year  its  parent  body,  which  was 
now  more  than  ever  dominated  by  DeLeon  and  was  moving 
farther  away  from  the  world  of  reality,  struck  all  immediate 
demands  out  of  its  platform. 

The  anti-DeLeon  group  went  so  far  as  to  nominate  Job 
Harriman  and  Max  Hayes  as  presidential  and  vice-presidential 
candidates.  At  the  same  time,  however,  a  committee  was  desig- 
nated to  confer  with  the  Social  Democratic  party  on  the  possi- 
bility of  waging  a  joint  campaign.  At  the  Convention  of  the 
Social  Democratic  party  in  1900  an  agreement  was  reached 
whereby  a  new  ticket  was  put  into  the  field  with  Debs  run- 
ning for  president  and  Job  Harriman  of  the  anti-DeLeon  fac- 
tion as  vice-presidential  candidate. 

The  election  returns  were  rather  gratifying  to  the  two  young 
socialist  groups.  Their  united  presidential  ticket  received  96,918 
votes,  while  the  Socialist  Labor  party  candidates  received  only 
33,450  votes.  The  heat  of  joint  political  action  was  to  weld  the 
Social  Democratic  party  and  the  anti-DeLeon  faction,  which 
were  themselves  born  of  schism,  into  one  political  organiza- 
tion: the  Socialist  party.  The  party's  birth  was  not  to  be  easy, 
however;  it  was  to  be  accompanied  by  severe  labor  pains.  Pat- 
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terns  of  factionalism  and  controversy,  which  were  part  of  its 
heritage,  were  to  be  set  in  motion  at  the  Founding  Convention 
of  the  Socialist  party  in  1901.  Heated  debates  occurred  con- 
cerning a  variety  of  issues.  The  question  of  whether  farmers 
were  properly  considered  proletarians  or  capitalists  was  debated 
with  vigor,  and  the  old  problem  concerning  the  advisability 
of  issuing  immediate  demands  was  rehashed. 

Historians  of  American  socialism  have  dubbed  the  gathering 
just  described  the  "Unity  Convention."  But  the  Socialist  party 
was  never  to  know  more  than  formal  or  superficial  unity. 
Daniel  Bell,  a  perceptive  student  of  American  socialism,  has 
aptly  described  the  party's  historical  situation: 

Certainly  from  1901  to  1919  the  public  and  private  doctrines 
of  American  socialism  often  seemed  to  bear  little  relation 
to  each  other.  Publicly,  the  socialist  message  was  simple  and 
compelling:  economic  crises  were  endemic  in  the  system  be- 
cause the  worker  was  not  paid  the  full  return  of  his  labor 
and  the  capitalist  could  not  find  markets  for  his  goods  or 
investment;  the  centralization  of  industry,  occasioned  by  the 
need  to  control  markets,  was  insistently  eliminating  the  small 
entrepreneur  and  the  middle  class;  the  growth  of  trusts 
presaged  the  necessary  next  step  in  social  evolution,  socialism. 
Internally,  however,  the  new  recruit  would  find  himself  in 
a  morass  of  competing  factions,  each  talking  a  special  jargon, 
each  claiming  to  point  to  the  correct  road  to  socialism.  He 
would  be  assaulted  by  the  "impossibilists"  who  told  him  that 
a  fight  on  taxes  as  a  political  issue  was  meaningless  because 
the  workers  did  not  pay  taxes.  He  would  find  himself  in- 
volved in  detailed  arguments  concerning  industrial  versus 
craft  unionism.  And,  as  is  typical  in  sectarian  milieus,  he 
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would  be  regaled  with  detailed  bits  of  gossip  and  innuendo 
about  the  various  party  leaders.10 

If  the  birth  of  the  Socialist  party  did  not  inaugurate  an  era 
of  genuine  socialist  unity  and  harmony,  it  did  mark  the  begin- 
ning of  a  more  Americanized  socialist  movement.  From  1877 
to  1901,  the  period  of  the  Socialist  Labor  party's  dominance  of 
the  American  socialist  movement,  it  was  predominantly  an 
organization  composed  of  European  immigrants  and  a  small 
number  of  American  intellectuals.  The  Socialist  party  was  also, 
especially  during  its  early  years,  to  be  subject  to  very  strong 
European  influence;  but,  by  1908,  71  per  cent  of  its  members 
were  native-born.  The  atmosphere  at  its  conventions  from 
1901  to  1912  was  basically  an  American  rather  than  a  European 
one. 

After  1912,  however,  the  influence  of  foreign  groups  in  the 
socialist  movement  was  to  be  greatly  increased.  Finding  diffi- 
culty in  reaching  foreign-born  workers  with  its  socialist  mes- 
sage because  of  language  and  other  cultural  barriers,  in  19 10 
the  Socialist  party  changed  its  structure  so  that  it  would  be 
able  to  absorb  immigrants  in  nationality  blocks  of  five  hun- 
dred or  more.  Each  group  was  provided  a  secretary  and  trans- 
lator who  was  salaried  by  the  party.  In  accordance  with  this 
plan,  some  fourteen  foreign-language  federations,  as  they  came 
to  be  called,  had  been  admitted  to  the  Socialist  party  by  191 5. 
Included  among  them  were  the  Finnish,  the  Italian,  the  Bo- 
hemian, the  German,  the  Polish,  the  Russian,  and  the  Jewish 
federations. 

By  1919  over  one  half  of  the  members  of  the  Socialist  party 
belonged  to  foreign-language  federations.  These  groups  de- 
veloped quite  autonomous  patterns  of  behavior.  They  had  their 
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own  meetings,  conventions,  newspapers,  and  often  even  politi- 
cal programs.  They  were  parties  within  a  party  and,  as  such, 
promoted  dissension  within  the  ranks  of  the  Socialist  party. 
Among  these  federations,  the  Finnish  and  the  Jewish  probably 
made  the  most  significant  contributions  to  the  party,  donating 
large  sums  of  money  and  publishing  extensive  literature.  One 
of  the  financial  angels  of  the  party  was  the  Jewish  Daily  For- 
ward, which  was  founded  by  Jewish  Socialists  in  1897.  It  was 
to  become  the  most  widely  read  and  influential  Jewish  daily 
newspaper  in  the  United  States. 

From  1901  to  1912  the  Socialist  party  knew  a  steady  increase 
in  power  and  influence.  Its  membership,  which  had  initially 
been  less  than  10,000,  grew  to  118,045.  In  191 2  its  presidential 
ticket  received  897,011  votes,  or  about  nine  times  as  many  bal- 
lots as  it  had  received  in  1900.  In  this  same  year  it  could  boast 
that  1,039  of  its  members  were  public  officeholders,  including 
56  mayors,  more  than  300  aldermen,  some  state  legislators,  and 
a  member  of  Congress.  Press  statistics  for  1912  also  indicate 
startling  growth :  socialist  newspapers — 8  foreign-language  and 
5  English-language  dailies,  232  English  and  36  foreign-language 
weeklies,  10  English  and  2  foreign-language  monthlies.  There 
was  also  a  voluminous  outpouring  of  pamphlets  by  the  young 
intellectuals  who  had  been  drawn  to  socialism.  During  this 
same  period,  the  Socialist  party,  its  youth  organization,  the 
Inter-Collegiate  Socialist  Society,  and  its  educational  arm,  the 
Rand  School  of  Social  Science,  were  to  count  among  their 
members  and  sympathizers  individuals  like  Jack  London  and 
Upton  Sinclair,  who  were  to  become  important  figures  in  the 
intellectual  life  of  America. 

Not  only  was  the  Socialist  party  making  headway  among  in- 
tellectuals, but  Socialists  were  also  gaining  ground  in  the  or- 
ganized labor  movement.  Relations  between  the  socialist  and 
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the  labor  movements  in  America  have  always  been  different 
from  those  which  have  prevailed  in  Europe.  In  effect,  the  Euro- 
pean socialist  movement  gave  birth  to  the  European  labor 
movement.  In  American  history  the  paths  of  labor  and  socialist 
development  have  been  largely  separate.  As  a  result  of  the  ac- 
tivities of  DeLeon  and  his  followers,  and  for  other  reasons, 
there  developed  a  deep  enmity  between  the  leadership  of  the 
two  movements.  During  this  period  of  the  ascendency  of  the 
Socialist  party,  there  was  much  antagonism  between  the  two 
groups.  Repeatedly  and  with  vehemence,  Samuel  Gompers 
denounced  the  Socialists.  Labor  men  viewed  Socialists  as  misled 
and  sometimes  dangerous  dreamers;  Socialists  viewed  labor 
men  as  opportunistic,  unprincipled,  and  uneducated  men.  Yet 
Socialists  and  their  ideas  were  definitely  becoming  more  im- 
portant within  the  American  Federation  of  Labor  during  the 
period  just  prior  to  the  outbreak  of  the  First  World  War.  Indic- 
ative of  this  trend  was  the  fact  that  when  Max  Hayes,  a  well- 
known  Socialist,  ran  against  Gompers  in  1912  for  the  AFL 
presidency  he  received  one  third  of  the  votes. 

Who  were  the  men  who  were  leading  the  Socialist  party 
during  the  period  (1902-12)  which  has  been  appropriately 
called  its  "golden  age"?  n  The  three  names  which  stood  out 
above  all  others  were:  Eugene  V.  Debs,  Victor  Berger,  and 
Morris  Hillquit.  That  Debs  was  the  greatest  spiritual  leader 
that  the  American  socialist  movement — if  not  the  world  social- 
ist movement — has  ever  produced  cannot  be  doubted.  John 
Roderigo  Dos  Passos,  the  novelist,  in  his  USA.,  accurately 
dubbed  him  "Lover  of  Mankind."12  Historian  Arthur  M. 
Schlesinger,  Jr.,  writes  of  him  in  a  not  too  different  vein : 

Under  Debs'  fighting  leadership  American  Socialism  .  .  . 
entered  its  period  of  national  popularity.  Debs  himself  re- 
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mained  curiously  apart  from  the  top  direction  of  the  Socialist 
movement.  He  could  rival  neither  Hillquit  as  an  organizer 
nor  DeLeon  as  a  theoretician;  he  neither  dominated  party 
conventions  nor  contributed  important  new  doctrines.  But 
he  had  achieved  a  passionate  sense  of  urgency  of  the  class 
struggle  and  a  passionate  vision  of  a  future  society  liberated 
from  capitalism.  "It  is  simply  a  question  of  capitalism  or 
socialism,  of  despotism  or  democracy,"  he  would  say,  "and 
those  who  are  not  wholly  with  us  are  against  us."  No  other 
Socialist  could  communicate  the  vision  and  the  urgency  with 
the  intensity  of  Debs.  He  became  one  of  the  great  American 
orators. 

He  brought  to  the  party  a  devotion,  an  evangelical  energy, 
and,  above  all,  a  profoundly  intuitive  understanding  of  the 
American  people.  Men  and  women  loved  Debs  even  when 
they  hated  his  doctrines.  His  sweetness  of  temper,  his  gen- 
erosity and  kindliness,  his  sensitivity  to  pain  and  suffering, 
his  perfect  sincerity,  his  warm,  sad  smile  and  his  candid  gray 
eyes,  were  irresistible.13 

The  most  generally  accepted  view  of  Debs  coincides  with 
that  suggested  by  Schlesinger,  namely,  that  he  came  to  sym- 
bolize American  socialism  but  that  he  had  very  little  to  do 
with  the  formulation  of  its  ideas  and  tactics.  Debs  was  ap- 
parently temperamentally  unfitted  for  the  fratricidal  factional- 
ism that  characterized  his  party.  The  party  theoreticians  pri- 
vately scorned  him  for  his  sentimentality  and  his  unscholarly 
approach  to  socialism.  Debs  only  very  rarely  attended  national 
conventions  of  the  Socialist  party.  During  his  numerous  cam- 
paigns he  ran  on  platforms  that  were  essentially  the  handiwork 
of  other  men. 

Ray  Ginger,  in  his  The  Bending  Cross,  the  best  study  of 
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Debs,  however,  cautions  that  his  influence  upon  the  socialist 
movement,  in  terms  o£  its  tactics  and  program,  has  been  un- 
derestimated. "Eugene  Debs  deserves  to  be  known  as  the  politi- 
cal leader  of  American  socialism,"  Ginger  insists.14  Though  his 
socialist  philosophy  was  emotionally  rather  than  intellectually 
grounded,  Ginger  argues  that  Debs,  nevertheless,  made  a  large 
impress  upon  the  socialist  idea  in  the  United  States.  Moreover, 
he  maintains  that  through  the  years  Debs's  views  were  char- 
acterized by  a  consistency  that  was  conspicuously  absent  from 
the  thought  of  some  of  his  better-educated  comrades.  Never- 
theless, it  would  be  far  from  accurate  to  categorize  Debs  as  a 
socialist  theorist  or  philosopher,  for  scholarship  was  not  his 
forte.  "In  his  entire  life,  he  never  made  an  important  decision 
on  the  basis  of  theoretical  study,"  concludes  Ginger.15  The  task 
of  formal  theorizing  Debs  gladly  left  to  others. 

The  party's  most  important  theoretician  was  the  Russian- 
born  lawyer  Morris  Hillquit.  He  came  to  be  an  especially 
important  leader  in  Jewish  labor  and  socialist  circles  in  the 
city  of  New  York.  The  mold  of  his  thought  was  orthodox 
Marxist,  but  it  was  tempered  by  a  real  devotion  to  political 
democracy.  The  next  most  important  figure  in  the  theoretical 
command  was  probably  Victor  Berger.  He  was  of  German 
birth,  and  his  following  was  in  Wisconsin.  It  was  his  honor 
to  be  one  of  the  two  Socialists  ever  to  be  elected  to  Congress. 
His  orientation  was  much  more  practical  than  Hillquit's,  and 
thus  he  strayed  much  more  from  the  Marxist  path.  He  tended 
to  represent  middle-western  Socialists,  while  Hillquit  spoke, 
more  or  less,  for  the  East.  Berger's  brand  of  socialism,  which 
Hillquit  scorned  as  "sewer  socialism,"  was  to  find  its  expres- 
sion in  the  very  moderate  Socialist  administrations  which  had 
been  established  in  cities  such  as  Milwaukee,  Wisconsin, 
Bridgeport,  Connecticut,  and  Reading,  Pennsylvania. 
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The  roles  played  by  these  three  men,  who  led  the  Socialist 
party  during  the  pangs  of  its  birth  and  through  the  years  that 
followed,  which  were  at  first  characterized  by  apparent  success 
and  ultimately  by  decline,  have  been  summarized  well  by 
Daniel  Bell  in  one  sentence:  "While  Debs  had  been  the  voice 
and  Berger  the  windmill  of  action,  Hillquit  had  been  the  in- 
tellectual Nestor  of  American  socialism."  16 

What  program  was  the  Socialist  party  proposing  to  the 
American  people  during  the  years  of  its  greatest  strength?  It 
was  ostensibly  a  Marxist  policy,  predicated  on  the  assumption 
of  the  disintegration  of  capitalist  society.  That  capitalism 
would  be  replaced  by  the  "classless  society"  was  believed  by  the 
vast  majority  of  Socialists.  They  staunchly  believed  in  the  in- 
evitability of  progress,  which  they  equated  with  the  establish- 
ment of  socialism.  The  position  and  philosophy  of  the  Socialist 
party  was  characterized  by  its  foremost  thinker,  Morris  Hill- 
quit,  in  his  Socialism  in  Theory  and  Practice: 

The  Socialist  Party  represents  in  politics  primarily  the 
general  immediate  and  ultimate  interests  of  the  working 
class  as  a  whole.  Its  program  consists  of  a  number  of  planks 
calculated  to  strengthen  the  proletariat  in  its  struggles  with 
the  dominant  classes  and  to  lessen  the  degree  of  its  exploita- 
tion by  the  latter,  and  it  culminates  in  the  demand  for  the 
complete  economic  enfranchisement  of  the  working  class. 
Since  the  power  of  the  dominant  classes  over  the  workingmen 
is  based  on  the  ownership  by  the  former  of  the  social  tools 
and  instruments  of  wealth  production,  the  cardinal  point 
of  the  socialist  political  platform  is  the  demand  for  the  aboli- 
tion of  private  ownership  in  these  means  of  production. 

The  socialist  ideal  is  a  state  of  society  based  on  organized 
and  cooperative  work  of  all  individuals  capable  of  perform- 
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ing  work,  and  on  an  equitable  distribution  of  the  products 
of  such  joint  labor  among  all  the  members  of  the  community. 
The  Socialist  Party,  the  only  party  which  frankly  recognizes 
the  class  character  of  the  contemporary  state  and  politics,  is 
at  the  same  time  the  only  party  which  advocates  the  abolition 
of  all  class  distinctions.17 

Even  though  socialism  was  assumed  to  be  an  inevitable  and 
almost  automatic  step  in  the  evolutionary  process,  there  was, 
strangely  enough,  constant  controversy  within  the  Socialist 
party  about  what  means  should  be  used  to  bring  it  about.  Those 
members  who  advocated  violent  tactics  and  so-called  "direct 
action"  were  always  in  a  minority.  The  emergence  of  the 
Industrial  Workers  of  the  World  as  a  power  in  the  labor  move- 
ment brought  the  issue  to  a  head.  Many  of  the  leading  mem- 
bers of  the  IWW,  who  had  a  strong  syndicalist  orientation, 
were  also  members  of  the  Socialist  party.  Parliamentarianism 
versus  violence  was  heatedly  debated  at  the  National  Conven- 
tion of  the  Socialist  party  in  1912.  The  result  was  the  adoption 
of  an  amendment  (Article  II,  Section  6)  to  the  party's  con- 
stitution which  read: 

Any  member  of  the  party  who  opposes  political  action  or 
advocates  crime,  sabotage,  or  other  methods  of  violence  as 
a  weapon  of  the  working  class  to  aid  in  its  emancipation  shall 
be  expelled  from  membership  in  the  party.  Political  action 
shall  be  construed  to  mean  participation  in  elections  for 
public  office  and  practical  legislative  administrative  work 
along  the  lines  of  the  Socialist  Party  platform.18 

Socialism  and  World  War  I 

Not  only  was  the  Socialist  party  to  go  on  record  as  opposing 
violence  as  a  means  for  ushering  in  a  socialist  world,  but  it  was 
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also  to  oppose  the  use  of  force  in  international  relations.  The 
Socialist  party  did  not  officially  accept  the  pacifist  position  on 
war,  though  it  always  had  pacifist  elements  within  it.  Its  view 
was  that  wars  between  capitalist  nations  were  invariably  the 
result  of  imperialistic  rivalry.  Prior  to  1914  European  socialism 
had  also  strongly  indicated  its  determined  opposition  to  any 
conceivable  war.  Indeed,  the  American  socialist  movement 
looked  to  the  European  movement  for  inspiration.  The  ideas 
of  the  American  Socialist  party  concerning  war  and  interna- 
tional relations,  at  least  in  part,  must  have  grown  out  of  the 
deliberations  of  the  Second  International,  a  grouping  of  na- 
tional Socialist  parties  which  had  been  founded  in  1889. 

American  Socialists  were  confident,  in  view  of  the  positions 
taken  by  the  Second  International,  that,  in  the  event  of  war, 
various  European  Socialist  parties  would  quickly  put  a  halt  to 
hostilities  by  calling  general  strikes  in  their  respective  countries. 
When  World  War  I  actually  broke  out  in  191 4,  the  American 
socialist  movement  was  profoundly  shocked  at  the  reality  that, 
despite  their  pledges,  European  Socialists  were  marching  against 
each  other.  "Very  soon,"  recalls  Norman  Thomas,  "socialists 
were  killing  socialists  as  cheerfully,  or  docilely,  as  Christians 
were  killing  Christians.  Democratic  Socialism  in  1914  missed 
a  tremendous  opportunity  of  a  sort  which  never  could  return 
again."  19 

The  realization  that  nationalism  proved  a  greater  force  than 
international  socialist  solidarity  came  as  quite  a  shock  to  Ameri- 
can Socialists.  The  explanation  probably  was  that  the  orienta- 
tion of  the  European  socialist  movement  had  become  more 
"practical"  and  less  doctrinaire  because  of  its  involvement  in 
the  organized  labor  movement.  In  addition,  the  very  physical 
proximity  of  the  European  Socialists  to  the  fighting  made  the 
maintenance  of  an  antiwar  position  more  difficult  for  them 
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than  for  their  American  comrades.  The  First  World  War  ef- 
fectively destroyed  the  Second  International. 

During  the  period  1914-17,  while  the  war  raged  in  Europe, 
the  antiwar  sentiment  among  the  rank-and-file  members  of 
the  American  Socialist  party  tended  to  become  more  solidified. 
Of  course,  Socialists  were  not  standing  alone  during  these 
years.  The  slogan  "He  kept  us  out  of  war"  may  not  have 
actually  elected  Woodrow  Wilson  in  191 6,  but  it  clearly  helped 
him  retain  the  Presidency.  Writing  in  the  American  Socialist 
of  January  15,  1915,  Morris  Hillquit  expressed  a  point  of  view 
which  was  not  merely  confined  to  socialist  circles: 

American  socialists  should  not  take  sides  with  the  allies 
as  against  the  Germans.  The  assertion  that  the  forces  of  the 
allied  armies  are  waging  a  war  of  democracy  against  mili- 
tarism is  a  hollow  catch-phrase  devoid  of  true  sense  and 
substance.  .  .  .  From  the  socialist  viewpoint  the  most  satis- 
factory solution  of  the  great  sanguinary  conflict  of  the  nations 
lies  in  a  draw,  a  cessation  of  hostilities  from  sheer  exhaustion 
without  determining  anything.20 

By  the  end  of  1915,  however,  the  Socialist  party's  antiprepared- 
ness  stand  was  much  less  in  tune  with  the  thinking  of  the  rest 
of  America.  The  average  American  assumed  that  defense  prep- 
arations made  peace  more  likely;  the  average  Socialist  as- 
sumed, somewhat  more  realistically,  that  they  made  war  more 
likely. 

In  1916  the  Socialist  party  nominated  Allan  L.  Benson  and 
George  R.  Kirkpatrick  as  its  standard-bearers;  they  ran  on  a 
platform  which  strongly  condemned  not  only  war  but  defense 
preparations  as  well.  The  Socialist  vote  declined  by  about  one 
third  as  compared  to  the  ballots  cast  for  Debs  in  1912.  The 
Socialist  party,  in  general,  had  declined  in  strength  since  its 
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1912  high  point.  Woodrow  Wilson  and  his  New  Freedom  had 
made  real  inroads  into  potential  and  actual  Socialist  strength. 
People  associated  with  labor  and  progressive  movements  were 
much  taken  by  the  President  and  his  programs. 

Immediately  after  the  declaration  of  war  by  the  United 
States  in  1917,  the  Socialist  party  met  in  convention  to  consider 
its  war  position.  The  Committee  on  War  and  Militarism  pro- 
duced two  significant  documents:  a  pro  war  statement  which 
came  to  be  known  as  the  Spargo  Report,  and  an  antiwar  state- 
ment which  came  to  be  associated  with  the  name  of  Morris 
Hillquit. 

The  Spargo  Report  was  a  short  and  rather  calm  resolution. 
It  did  not  attempt  to  make  any  evaluation  of  the  war  that  was 
then  raging.  It  merely  suggested  that  the  Socialist  party  had 
failed  in  its  efforts  to  keep  the  United  States  out  of  war,  that 
America's  involvement  in  it  was  a  fait  accompli.  The  role  of 
the  Socialist  party  should  be,  therefore,  to  "seize  the  oppor- 
tunity presented  by  war  conditions  to  advance  our  program 
of  democratic  collectivism.  Every  one  of  the  other  belligerent 
nations  has  discovered  through  the  war,"  the  Spargo  resolution 
continued,  "that  capitalism  is  inherently  inefficient.  Whether 
for  military  or  civil  needs,  it  has  been  found  necessary  to 
abandon  the  essential  principle  of  capitalist  industry.  The 
warring  nations  have  had  to  give  up  the  organization  and 
operation  of  industry  and  primary  economic  functions  for 
profit,  and  to  adopt  the  socialist  principle  of  production  for 
use.  Thus  the  war  has  demonstrated  the  superior  efficiency 
of  collective  organization  and  operation  of  industry."21  More 
specifically,  the  Spargo  Report  proposed  that  international  social- 
ist communications  be  kept  intact  in  order  to  promote  an 
early  and  "democratic"  peace;  that  civil  liberties  be  maintained; 
that  wealth  be  conscripted  in  the  war  cause;  that  men  not  be 
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conscripted  unless  such  action  is  sanctioned  by  popular  vote; 
and,  most  importantly,  that  the  great  industries,  including 
agriculture,  be  socialized.22 

The  Hillquit  Report  was  a  very  vigorous  document,  written 
with  great  passion  and  feeling  and  couched  in  the  best  revolu- 
tionary jargon;  it  constituted  an  unequivocal  denunciation  of 
the  war  in  every  aspect.  The  resolution  began  by  announcing 
the  "allegiance"  of  the  Socialist  party  "to  the  principle  of  inter- 
nationalism and  working  class  solidarity  the  world  over.  .  .  ."  23 
It  went  on  to  analyze  the  war  in  orthodox  Marxist  terms.  The 
conflict  was  caused,  the  report  maintained,  by  the  rival  imperi- 
alisms of  the  various  European  nations.  In  short,  European 
workers  were  not  paid  enough  by  their  capitalist  exploiters  to 
buy  back  the  fruits  of  their  labor;  therefore,  European  nations 
were  seeking  to  dispose  of  their  goods  in  world  markets — an 
act  which  resulted  in  imperialistic  competition  between  them, 
which  culminated  in  the  world  disaster.  "Capitalism,  imperial- 
ism and  militarism  had  thus  laid  the  foundation  for  an  in- 
evitable general  conflict  in  Europe.  The  ghastly  war  in  Europe 
was  not  caused  by  an  accidental  event,  nor  by  the  policy  or 
institutions  of  any  single  nation.  It  was  a  logical  outcome  of 
the  competitive  capitalist  system."24  Those  millions  who  had 
already  died  in  the  war  were  "wanton  offerings  upon  the  altar 
of  private  profit."  25 

Why  did  the  United  States  enter  the  war?  The  report  de- 
clared that  it  was  drawn  in  by  "predatory  capitalists"  who  were 
seeking  profits  from  the  manufacture  of  war  goods  and  who 
wanted  their  loans  to  the  allies  secured.  The  document  pre- 
sented the  argument  that  World  War  I  was  anything  but  a 
war  for  democracy : 26  "Democracy  can  never  be  imposed  upon 
any  country  by  a  foreign  power  by  force  of  arms."  27  Indeed, 
the  resolution  suggested  that  the  war,  with  its  accompanying 
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militarism,  would  imperil  democracy  at  home.  Three  short, 
especially  vigorous  sentences  stand  out  from  the  rest  of  the 

report : 

We  brand  the  declaration  of  war  by  our  government  as  a 
crime  against  the  people  of  the  United  States  and  against  the 
nations  of  the  world. 

In  all  modern  history  there  has  been  no  war  more  un- 
justifiable than  the  war  in  which  we  are  about  to  engage. 

No  greater  dishonor  has  ever  been  forced  upon  a  people 
than  that  which  the  capitalist  class  is  forcing  upon  this  nation 
against  its  will.28 

The  Hillquit  declaration  also  outlined  a  specific  program  of 
action.  The  major  idea  was  that  the  Socialist  party  should 
carry  on  "public  opposition  to  the  war,  through  demonstra- 
tions, mass  petitions,  and  all  other  means  within  our  power."  29 
Moreover,  it  clearly  stated  that  this  antiwar  program  should 
embrace  opposition  to  all  forms  of  conscription  and  military 
training,  "vigorous  resistance"  to  all  attempts  to  restrict  civil 
liberties,  and  "education  as  to  the  true  relation  between  capital- 
ism and  war."  30  The  final  note  was  a  demand  for  "a  new 
society  in  which  peace,  fraternity,  and  human  brotherhood 
will  be  the  dominant  ideals."  31  As  was  a  foregone  conclusion, 
the  Hillquit  Report,  which  was  to  be  known  later  as  the  St. 
Louis  Resolution,  was  overwhelmingly  ratified  by  the  rank- 
and-file  members  of  the  party. 

The  adoption  of  an  antiwar  position  as  an  official  policy  of 
the  Socialist  party  had  many  serious  ramifications,  of  course. 
With  the  exception  of  Debs,  Hillquit,  and  Berger,  virtually 
all  of  the  "big  names"  left  the  party.  Those  who  resigned  in- 
cluded A.  M.  Simons,  a  prominent  socialist  historian;  George 
D.  Herron,  Christian  socialist  leader;  Jack  London  and  Upton 
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Sinclair;  Robert  Hunter,  a  famous  social  worker;  and  J.  C. 
Phelps  Stokes,  the  party's  millionaire.  The  war  position  also 
alienated  many  prominent  persons  in  American  life  who  had 
been  close  to  the  party.  It  also  doubtless  increased  the  anti- 
socialist  feeling  among  millions  of  average  Americans  who 
could  not  conceive  of  any  situation  that  would  justify  an  in- 
dividual or  a  group  refusing  to  support  their  country  in  war. 

The  war  position  also  meant  constant  harassment  of  the 
Socialist  party  by  the  United  States  government  and  its  agents. 
Wilson's  New  Freedom,  insofar  as  civil  liberties  were  con- 
cerned, did  not  survive  long  after  the  entrance  of  the  United 
States  into  the  war  in  1917.  Numerous  members  of  the  Socialist 
party,  including  Eugene  V.  Debs,  ultimately  found  themselves 
behind  bars  for  speaking  out  against  the  war.  Perhaps  even 
more  significant  was  the  fact  that  all  of  the  important  Socialist 
publications  were  banned  from  the  mails  by  Post-Office  rulings. 
The  fear  that  the  government  would  intervene  hung  over  all 
Socialist  meetings. 

Strangely  enough,  during  the  World  War  I  era  the  Socialist 
party  did  not  decline  much  in  terms  of  actual  membership 
figures.  From  1914  to  1918  there  was  a  loss  of  about  10,000 
members;  but  from  191 8  to  1919  there  was  a  striking  increase 
of  more  than  25,000  members,  which  brought  the  figures  to 
108,000 — close  to  the  191 2  peak  of  approximately  118,000.  The 
composition  of  the  membership,  however,  was  very  different 
in  1919  from  what  it  had  been  in  1912.  In  the  earlier  year  only 
16,000  members  were  in  the  foreign-language  federations;  in 
1919  there  were  more  than  57,000.  Apparently,  the  excitement 
of  the  Russian  Revolution  had  stimulated  many  immigrants  to 
join  America's  best-known  radical  party. 
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Socialism  and  Communism 

The  Russian  Revolution  of  1917  was  to  influence  dynamically 
all  of  the  subsequent  history  of  the  American  Socialist  party 
and,  for  that  matter,  the  world  socialist  movement.  In  March 
of  1 919  the  Third  International  was  born  in  Moscow;  the 
coming  of  World  War  I  had  destroyed  the  Second.  The  Com- 
munists who  attended  this  initial  meeting  of  the  Third  Inter- 
national made  it  clear  in  their  first  deliberations  that  they 
had  no  use  for  any  but  the  leftwing  factions  of  the  various 
Socialist  parties  around  the  globe.  They  roundly  denounced 
the  various  centrist  and  rightwing  groups.  They  charged  that 
the  leadership  of  the  American  Socialist  party  had  not  lived 
up  to  the  spirit  of  the  St.  Louis  Declaration.  The  leftwing 
groups  within  the  Socialist  party,  which  wanted  affiliation 
with  the  Third  International,  were  against  co-operating  with 
attempts  to  establish  a  new  Socialist  international;  but,  in  1919, 
over  their  protests  the  National  Executive  Committee  sent 
delegates  to  a  conference  at  Berne,  Switzerland,  which  was 
meeting  for  that  purpose. 

In  1920,  when  the  Third  International  issued  a  twenty-one- 
point  statement  outlining  the  terms  under  which  groups  might 
affiliate,  bitter  factionalism  was  already  raging  in  the  world  of 
American  radicalism.  The  Twenty-one  Points,  which  have 
become  famous  in  the  annals  of  radical  history,  symbolized  the 
fact  that  the  breach  between  socialism  and  communism  would 
never  be  healed.  The  ideology  expressed  in  this  document  sheds 
much  light  on  the  behavior  of  world  communism  during  the 
subsequent  forty  years.  It  revealed  the  essentially  authoritarian 
structure  of  the  international  communist  movement. 

The  basic  theme  of  the  Twenty-one  Points  was  that  the 
communist  movement  must  be  "organized  along  extremely 
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centralized  lines"  and  that  it  must  be  "controlled  by  iron 
discipline."32  This  statement  o£  Communist  principles  in- 
sisted that  the  "dictatorship  of  the  proletariat"  must  become 
a  reality  rather  than  a  mere  slogan.33  The  program  outline 
asserted,  in  virtually  every  one  of  its  twenty-one  sections,  the 
principle  that  party  members  and  party  groups  must  be  com- 
pletely subservient  to  the  decisions  of  the  Third  International. 
The  notion  of  local  autonomy  was  completely  absent  from 
the  statement;  its  total  emphasis  was  upon  what  the  individual 
Communist  parties  were  obligated  to  do :  "Every  party  wishing 
to  belong  to  the  Communist  International  is  obligated  to  offer 
unqualified  support  to  every  soviet  republic  in  its  struggle 
against  the  counter-revolutionary  forces."34  Thus  what  was 
expected  of  the  member  parties  in  the  sphere  of  international 
relations  was  made  abundantly  clear. 

In  surprisingly  bold  language  the  antipathy  of  this  newly 
established  Communist  high  command  to  the  older  Socialist 
groups  is  revealed  in  Point  17:  "The  Communist  International 
has  declared  war  upon  the  whole  bourgeois  world  and  all 
yellow  social  democratic  parties.  It  is  necessary  to  make  clear 
to  every  plain  workingman  the  difference  between  the  com- 
munist parties  and  the  old  official  social  democratic  and  social- 
ist parties  that  have  betrayed  the  banner  of  the  working  class."  35 

In  a  similar  vein  another  section  of  the  Twenty-one  Points 
demands  that  parties  wishing  entrance  into  the  Third  Inter- 
national "proclaim  a  clean  break  with  reformism  and  the 
policy  of  the  'center'  and  .  .  .  propagate  this  break  throughout 
the  ranks  of  the  entire  party  membership."36  Leading  mem- 
bers of  the  world  socialist  movement,  including  Karl  Kautsky 
of  Germany,  Ramsay  MacDonald  of  Great  Britain,  and  Morris 
Hillquit  of  the  United  States,  were  denounced  by  name  as 
"notorious  opportunists."  3T  Furthermore,  the  document  makes 
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it  perfectly  clear  that  as  a  requirement  for  joining  the  Com- 
munist International  the  various  Socialist  groups  would  have 
to  expel  such  leaders.  "The  communist  parties  of  those  coun- 
tries where  the  communists  carry  on  their  work  legally  must 
from  time  to  time  institute  cleansings  ...  of  the  personnel  of 
their  party  organization  in  order  systematically  to  rid  the  party 
of  the  petit  bourgeois  elements  creeping  into  it,"  instructs 
Point  13.38 

The  issuance  of  the  Twenty-one  Points  marked  a  division  in 
the  world  of  American  radicalism  that  has  persisted  more  than 
three  decades,  though  there  were  periods  of  superficial  and 
halfhearted  rapprochement.  Indeed,  the  rift  has  grown  wider 
and  more  bitter  as  the  years  have  gone  by.  It  was  inevitable 
that  men  with  the  personalities  and  backgrounds  of  Debs, 
Hillquit,  and  Berger,  and  their  followers,  many  of  whom  had 
revolted  against  centralism  as  imposed  by  Daniel  DeLeon, 
would  not  be  able  to  tolerate  a  new  and  even  more  rigid  au- 
thoritarianism, even  if  it  were  called  "democratic  centralism." 
Eugene  V.  Debs  characterized  the  Twenty-one  Points  as  "a 
policy  of  armed  insurrection"  that  was  "ridiculous,  arbitrary, 
and  autocratic."  39 

The  announcement  of  the  Twenty-one  Points  made  it  more 
dramatically  clear  that  two  socialist  worlds  had  emerged.  In 
the  future  it  would  be  democratic  socialism  versus  totalitarian 
communism.  As  the  years  went  by,  the  division  between  social- 
ism and  communism  became  more  sharp  and  complete,  even 
if  the  general  public  did  not  always  realize  it. 

During  1919  and  1920  American  socialism  was  in  a  state  of 
turmoil.  The  Socialist  party  and  its  Communist,  leftwing  off- 
shoots were  attempting  to  dominate  the  scene.  Most  of  the 
members  of  the  latter  groupings  had  been  in  the  foreign-lan- 
guage federations  but  had  abandoned  the  Socialist  party  in 
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disillusionment  because  it  did  not  join  the  Third  International. 
In  line  with  the  traditions  of  radicalism,  these  revolutionaries 
soon  began  quarreling  among  themselves,  and  the  result  was 
the  formation  of  two  Communist  parties.  One  group  was  to 
be  known  as  the  Communist  Labor  party,  which  was  desirous 
of  building  a  party  with  an  American  orientation;  the  other 
was  the  Communist  party,  which  was  largely  dominated  by 
the  Slavic  language  federations,  members  of  which  were  de- 
termined that  bona  fide  bolshevism  should  predominate.  Al- 
most from  their  inception,  both  of  these  groups  were  to  face 
constant  governmental  persecution  and  prosecution  under  At- 
torney General  A.  Mitchell  Palmer's  direction  and  were  soon 
forced  underground.  Eventually,  a  United  Communist  party 
developed,  which  subsequently  became  the  Workers'  party 
and  ran  William  Z.  Foster  as  its  presidential  candidate  in  1924 
and  1928.  Since  1929  it  has  been  known  as  the  Communist 
party. 

Socialism  in  the  Era  of  Normalcy 

During  the  presidential  campaign  of  1920  the  American 
radical  world  largely  rallied  around  the  candidacy  of  Eugene 
V.  Debs.  The  result  was  that,  numerically,  the  Socialist  party 
had  its  greatest  electoral  success  in  terms  of  total  votes  cast. 
The  919,799  votes  were  largely  cast  for  Debs  the  man,  the  hero 
who  went  to  prison  for  what  he  believed;  it  was  also  a  protest 
vote,  but  in  no  way  indicative  of  a  virile  Socialist  party.  In 
every  way  the  organization  was  in  an  extremely  enervated 
state.  The  foreign  elements  which  had  swelled  the  member- 
ship figures  in  191 9  left  the  party  as  quickly  as  they  had  en- 
tered it.  By  1920  the  membership  had  dropped  from  the  1912 
peak  of  approximately  108,000  to  the  surprising  low  of  26,766. 

The  history  of  the  Socialist  party  during  the  1920's  is  hardly 
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an  exciting  drama.  In  these  years  there  was  little  Socialist  ac- 
complishment. The  small  party,  decimated  by  the  divisions  of 
the  war  period,  was  just  managing  to  survive.  The  member- 
ship figures  for  the  period  indicate  a  steady  decline.  In  his 
autobiography,  Loose  Leaves  from  a  Busy  Life,  Morris  Hill- 
quit,  perhaps  the  most  influential  Socialist  leader  in  the  years 
immediately  following  World  War  I,  commented  on  the  state 
of  his  party's  health  during  the  era  of  normalcy :  "It  was  com- 
pletely wiped  out  in  a  number  of  states,  and  all  that  was  left 
of  the  erstwhile  vigorous  and  promising  movement  was  a 
small  bank  of  stubborn  die-hards,  largely  concentrating  in  a 
few  Eastern  and  Midwestern  states,  not  exceeding  10,000  in 
all."40  The  direness  of  the  situation  forced  Socialists  to  re- 
consider their  traditional  beliefs,  strategy,  and  organizational 
practices.  They  were  painfully  aware  that  their  European 
sister  movements  were  infinitely  more  powerful.  They  realized 
that  their  party  had  no  large  proletarian  base. 

In  the  structural  sense  the  various  American  Socialist  parties 
had  followed  the  German  pattern  which  had  been  transplanted 
here  by  the  German  founders  of  American  socialism.  The  pat- 
tern involved  having  a  party,  composed  of  dues-paying  mem- 
bers, which  was  primarily  political  rather  than  economic  in 
orientation.  Extensive  co-operation  with  the  trade-union  and 
co-operative  movements  was  practiced,  but  there  was  no  or- 
ganic unity  with  such  organizations.  Such  was  the  case  in  most 
continental  countries  where  the  socialist  movement  had  ante- 
dated and  to  a  large  extent  founded  the  labor  movement.  In 
Britain,  where  the  labor  movement  preceded  the  socialist  move- 
ment, the  situation  was  different.  The  British  Labor  party  was 
and  is,  in  effect,  an  amalgam  of  labor  unions,  co-operatives,  and 
socialist  organizations,  which  have  joined  forces  for  the  pur- 
pose of  political  action. 
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Whether  to  continue  in  the  German  tradition  or  to  attempt 
to  follow  the  example  of  the  British  Labor  party  was  an  issue 
that  had  frequently  been  debated  by  American  Socialists.  But 
the  issue  was  to  have  more  meaning  in  the  years  just  prior  to 
the  presidential  campaign  of  1924.  The  trends  of  that  time 
seemed  to  be  pointing  to  the  possibility  of  a  major  realign- 
ment in  American  political  life. 

The  close  of  World  War  I  found  American  labor  in  a  mood 
of  unrest,  feeling  the  effects  of  the  "Red  scare."  The  year  1919 
was  marked  by  several  bitter  and  unsuccessful  strikes.  Some 
60,000  trade  unionists  in  the  city  of  Seattle,  Washington,  were 
involved  in  a  general  strike.  In  Boston,  Massachusetts,  there 
was  the  famous  police  strike  that  brought  Governor  Calvin 
Coolidge  into  national  prominence.  Strikes  of  major  propor- 
tions occurred  in  the  allied  industries  of  steel  and  coal.  The 
railway  workers  were  restless;  they  were  unhappily  contem- 
plating the  prospect  of  a  return  to  private  ownership,  since 
government  operation  had  meant  union  recognition  and  gen- 
erally better  working  conditions.  During  the  recession  years 
of  1921  and  1922  the  Amalgamated  Meat  Cutters,  the  Seamen's 
Union,  and  the  Railway  Workers  were  involved  in  unsuccess- 
ful strikes  aimed  at  retaining  the  gains  that  they  had  made 
during  the  war  years.  These  reverses  can  be  explained  in  part 
by  the  fact  that  employers  were  embarking  on  an  organized 
antiunion  campaign  which  was  exemplified  by  the  "American 
Plan,"  with  its  most  important  feature  being  the  open  shop. 
Likewise,  organized  labor  was  facing  a  government  that  was 
more  often  than  not  unfriendly.  "Supreme  Court  decisions 
between  1917  and  1923,"  reports  historian  Nelson  M.  Blake  in 
A  Short  History  of  American  Life,  "upheld  'yellow-dog  con- 
tracts,' ruled  that  secondary  boycotts  were  not  protected  by 
the  Clayton  Act,  upheld  the  power  of  the  courts  to  restrict 
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picketing,  invalidated  state  laws  limiting  the  power  of  state 
courts  to  grant  labor  injunctions,  and  denied  the  power  of 
Congress  to  pass  a  minimum- wage  law  for  women  and  children 
in  the  District  of  Columbia."  41 

As  it  faced  a  hostile  government,  the  organized  labor  move- 
ment became  increasingly  interested  in  altering  the  political 
status  quo.  In  1919  the  United  Mine  Workers  Union  of  America 
went  on  record  as  favoring  independent  political  action  by 
labor  unions.  A  year  later  the  Brotherhood  of  Painters  fol- 
lowed suit.  Similar  stands  were  also  taken  by  the  Pennsylvania 
and  Indiana  State  Federations  of  Labor  and  by  many  other 
local  units  of  the  AFL.  Another  development  symptomatic  of 
the  mood  of  these  times  was  the  founding  of  the  Nonpartisan 
League  in  19 15  by  the  former  Socialist-party  member  Arthur 
C.  Townley  and  its  rapid  subsequent  growth.  This  movement 
developed  its  greatest  power  among  farmers  in  North  Dakota, 
South  Dakota,  Minnesota,  Idaho,  Montana,  Nebraska,  and 
Washington.  Its  program  included  various  state-ownership 
schemes  calculated  to  improve  the  lot  of  the  farmer.  It  was  not, 
strictly  speaking,  a  third-party  effort  but  more  accurately  an 
attempt  to  gain  control  of  the  old  parties  at  primary  elections. 
By  its  methods  it  succeeded  in  electing  to  office  a  number  of 
governors,  Senators,  and  members  of  the  House  of  Representa- 
tives. Its  activities  ultimately  led  to  the  founding  of  the 
Farmer-Labor  Party  of  Minnesota  and  to  the  organizing  of  a. 
Farmer-Labor  presidential  ticket  in  1920. 

Conference  for  Progressive  Political  Action 

These  indications  of  labor  and  agrarian  dissatisfaction  with 
the  two  major  parties  led  to  the  development  of  one  of  the 
most  interesting  third-party  ventures  in  American  history. 
"Towards  the  end  of  1921,"  wrote  Morris  Hillquit  in  his  auto- 
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biography,  "I  received  a  communication  from  William  H. 
Johnston,  General  President  of  the  Machinists'  Union,  inviting 
me  to  attend  a  closed  and  confidential  conference  to  consider 
the  chances  of  organizing  an  effective  political  party  on  the 
model  of  the  British  Labor  Party."42  Later,  Hillquit  was  to 
receive  a  more  formal  invitation  inviting  him  to  attend  "a 
conference  of  Progressives"  in  Chicago,  Illinois,  in  February 
of  1922.43  Hillquit  was  surprised  to  find  that  the  second  letter 
included  not  only  the  signature  of  Johnston,  who  was  a  former 
member  of  the  Socialist  party,  but  also  those  of  five  other  rail- 
road-union leaders  whom  he  definitely  considered  to  be  con- 
servatives. Collectively,  these  leaders  of  the  railroad  workers 
represented  some  1,500,000  men.  Other  Socialist  leaders  were 
also  invited  to  the  conference,  including  Victor  Berger,  the 
former  Congressman;  Daniel  W.  Hoan,  who  was  then  Mayor 
of  Milwaukee;  and  Socialist  editor  James  O'Neal. 

In  addition  to  the  Socialists  and  the  railway  men,  the  con- 
ference included  the  representatives  of  some  fifty  international 
unions.  Present,  too,  were  representatives  of  the  Farmer-Labor 
party,  the  National  Methodist  Federations  of  Social  Service, 
the  National  Catholic  Welfare  Council,  the  Nonpartisan 
League,  the  Farmers'  National  Council,  the  Women's  Trade 
Union  League,  and  several  other  organizations.  Never  before 
had  American  socialism,  American  labor,  and  American  pro- 
gressivism  met  together  on  so  grand  a  scale  to  discuss  political 
action.  This  first  meeting  was  not  without  mutual  fear  and 
suspicions.  The  labor  men  feared  that  the  Socialists  were  too 
eager  to  found  a  third  party;  and  the  Socialists  thought  that 
the  labor  men  were  too  cautious  and  conservative. 

The  conference,  however,  closed  on  a  harmonious  note.  Be- 
fore the  delegates  adjourned,  they  formally  organized  them- 
selves into  a  group  to  be  known  as  the  Conference  for  Pro- 
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gressive  Political  Action.  Furthermore,  they  agreed  to  expend 
their  energies  toward  the  election  of  progressive-minded  candi- 
dates in  1922.  They  also  set  the  date  for  another  conference, 
to  be  held  the  following  December. 

During  the  next  two  years  the  newly  formed  organization 
met  on  two  more  occasions.  It  had  achieved  a  great  increase 
in  national  strength  and  established  thirty-two  state  affiliates. 
Moreover,  it  credited  itself  with  liberalizing  the  membership 
of  the  new  Congress.  Large  numbers  of  the  candidates  that 
it  endorsed  were  elected,  and  many  well-known  conservatives 
whom  it  opposed  were  defeated.  Another  significant  develop- 
ment was  that  many  of  the  nation's  most  important  liberal 
political  leaders  seemed  to  be  drawing  closer  to  the  Conference 
for  Progressive  Political  Action.  Among  them  were  Senators 
Robert  M.  La  Follette,  George  W.  Norris,  Smith  W.  Brook- 
hart,  Burton  K.  Wheeler,  Hendrik  Shipstead,  and  Lynn  Frazier. 
Even  Samuel  Gompers,  the  AFL  chieftain,  seemed  to  be  mov- 
ing into  the  CPPA's  orbit. 

The  most  important  question  that  faced  the  second  con- 
ference of  CPPA  was  whether  or  not  a  third  party  should  be 
established  at  that  time.  The  support  for  such  a  move  was 
spearheaded  by  the  Socialists  and  the  intelligentsia  who  were 
present  at  the  meeting.  The  representatives  of  labor  were  not 
as  yet  willing  to  sever  their  ties  with  the  two  old  parties.  The 
farm  elements  were  more  inclined  to  use  the  nonpartisan 
technique  of  capturing  the  old  parties  at  the  primaries.  After 
heated  debate  and  a  close  vote,  the  decision  was  made  to  post- 
pone action  on  the  third-party  question.  The  representatives 
voted  to  make  their  decision  on  the  basis  of  future  events. 

In  1923  conflicts  over  aims  and  purposes  between  the  labor 
and  the  Socialist  factions  became  more  apparent,  but  the  suc- 
cessful co-operation  of  the  labor  men  and  the  Socialists  in  the 
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British  Labor  party  probably  stimulated  the  diverse  elements 
in  the  CPPA  to  try  to  keep  their  political  effort  alive.  The 
revealed  corruption  of  the  Harding  era  further  tended  to 
disillusion  progressives  concerning  the  major  parties.  More- 
over, William  G.  McAdoo,  a  Democratic  presidential  aspirant, 
to  whom  labor  had  looked  with  great  hope,  was  to  lose  his 
place  of  favor  with  the  progressives  when  it  became  known 
that  his  hands  were  also  somewhat  soiled  by  oil. 

By  the  time  of  the  third  major  meeting  of  CPPA  in  February 
of  1924,  disillusionment  with  the  Republicans  and  Democrats 
ran  high.  Plans  were  laid  at  this  meeting  for  a  convention, 
to  be  held  on  July  4,  "for  the  purpose  of  taking  action  on  nomi- 
nation of  candidates  for  the  offices  of  President  and  Vice 
President  of  the  United  States,  and  on  other  questions  that 
may  come  before  the  Convention."44  This  ambiguous  state- 
ment was  hardly  a  fighting  call  for  a  third  party.  Indeed,  the 
CPPA  scheduled  their  convention  to  be  held  after  those  of  the 
Republicans  and  Democrats.  The  labor  leadership  was  deter- 
mined to  wait  and  see  if  an  acceptable  candidate  might  not  yet 
be  nominated  by  one  of  the  two  major  parties.  Morris  Hillquit 
summed  up  the  situation  well: 

Had  Mr.  McAdoo  been  nominated  by  the  Democrats  in- 
stead of  the  conservative  John  W.  Davis,  there  would  have 
been  no  LaFollette  campaign  in  1924  or,  at  any  rate,  it  would 
not  have  had  the  support  of  the  organized  railway  workers 
or  for  that  matter  of  the  American  Federation  of  Labor.  The 
American  labor  leaders  still  attached  greater  importance  to 
the  person  than  to  the  cause;  the  rank  and  file  generally 
followed  them,  and  it  seemed  ludicrous  to  think  that  after 
years  of  patient  maneuvering  and  hard  educational  work  we 
would  only  arrive  at  a  labor  party  without  labor.45 
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Political  Coalition 

Just  prior  to  the  opening  of  the  July  convention,  William 
H.  Johnston,  in  behalf  of  the  CPPA's  National  Committee, 
telegraphed  Robert  M.  La  Follette,  asking  him  to  be  their 
candidate.  There  is  no  mention  in  this  communication  of  the 
desirability  of  founding  a  new  party.  Indeed,  in  part,  this 
preconvention  nomination  was  probably  calculated  to  eliminate 
floor  nominating  speeches  that  would  have  inevitably  included 
declarations  in  support  of  the  third-party  idea. 

To  the  great  disappointment,  but  not  to  the  surprise,  of  the 
Socialist  and  other  third-party  advocates,  La  Follette  indicated 
that  he  was  willing  to  run  only  as  an  "independent,"  not  as 
the  candidate  of  a  new  party.  His  strange  reasoning  was  that 
"permanent  political  parties  have  been  born  in  this  country 
after,  and  not  before,  national  campaigns."  At  the  insistence 
of  the  third-party  enthusiasts,  it  was  agreed,  recalled  Hillquit, 
that  another  convention  would  be  held  the  following  January, 
in  order  "to  consider  and  pass  upon  the  question  of  forming 
a  permanent  independent  political  party."  46 

It  was  the  hope  of  the  Socialists  that  the  common  campaign 
experience  would  weld  this  political  coalition  supporting  the 
candidacy  of  Robert  M.  La  Follette  into  one  cohesive  political 
party  along  the  lines  of  the  British  Labor  party.  This  considera- 
tion motivated  the  Socialist  party  to  support  La  Follette  and 
to  abandon  its  historic  policy  of  supporting  only  candidates  of 
socialist  conviction. 

La  Follette  ran  on  a  platform  that  was  refreshingly  forth- 
right when  compared  with  those  put  forward  by  the  old 
parties  in  1924.  It  demanded,  among  other  things,  public  owner- 
ship of  the  railways,  the  right  of  Congress  to  override  decisions 
of  the  Supreme  Court,  the  banning  of  injunctions  in  labor 
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cases,  a  vote  by  the  people  before  war  could  be  declared,  the 
direct  election  of  the  president  of  the  United  States,  and  the 
establishment  of  the  initiative  and  referendum  with  reference 
to  the  enactment  of  federal  legislation. 

Those  who  supported  La  Follette  constituted  a  very  hetero- 
geneous group.  This  strange  mixture  of  evangelical  crusaders 
included  labor  leaders,  liberal  journalists,  single  taxers,  Social- 
ists, Farmer-Laborites,  and  radicals  of  almost  every  hue,  ex- 
cepting Communists.  The  latter  had  attempted  to  infiltrate 
the  movement,  but  their  entrance  was  successfully  blocked  by 
La  Follette  and  the  other  CPPA  leaders.  The  American  Federa- 
tion of  Labor  broke  with  its  tradition  of  nonpartisanship  and 
supported  the  La  Follette  candidacy,  but  only  in  halfhearted 
fashion.  The  AFL  officialdom  let  it  be  clearly  known,  more- 
over, that  they  were  opposed  to  the  establishment  of  a  labor 
party  and  that  they  were  not  endorsing  socialism. 

The  Socialist  party  probably  made  its  greatest  contribution 
to  the  La  Follette  campaign  on  an  organizational  level,  in  that 
it  had  some  going  state  affiliates,  even  if  they  were  not  especially 
vital  ones.  The  Progressive  organization  was  thus  largely 
spared  burdensome  tasks,  such  as  getting  the  proper  number 
of  signatures  in  order  to  fulfill  the  election  law  requirements 
in  the  various  states.  The  Socialist  party  was  already  on  the 
ballot  in  forty-four  states,  and  thus  Progressive  candidates 
often  ran  on  the  Socialist  ticket  or  under  joint  Socialist-Progres- 
sive auspices.  This  was  not  an  altogether  satisfactory  situation 
and  undoubtedly  frightened  away  some  prospective  voters  who 
wanted  to  register  their  support  of  La  Follette  but  who  could 
not  in  good  conscience  vote  the  Socialist  ticket. 

It  was  during  the  La  Follette  campaign  that  Norman  Thomas, 
who  was  then  forty  years  old,  began  his  long  career  of  running 
for  office.  After  Morris  Hillquit  declined,  the  "Socialist  Clergy- 
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man,"  as  Thomas  was  then  called  by  the  press,  was  nominated 
as  the  New  York  State  gubernatorial  candidate  on  both  the 
Socialist  and  Progressive  tickets.  The  non-Socialist  Progressives, 
especially  those  in  the  world  o£  labor,  were  much  less  than 
enthusiastic  about  Thomas'  candidacy.  They  feared  that  a  big 
vote  for  him  might  lead  to  the  election  of  the  Republican  nom- 
inee, Theodore  Roosevelt,  and  the  defeat  of  Alfred  E.  Smith. 
In  general,  relationships  between  the  Socialist  and  the  labor 
CPPA  leadership  in  New  York  State  were  strained.  Here,  the 
Socialists  had  an  effective  organization  with  very  capable  lead- 
ers, and  they  were  inclined  to  assert  their  positions  with  vigor. 
Many  years  later,  Thomas  recalled  that  the  New  York  Progres- 
sive ticket  of  1924  never  received  extremely  vigorous  support 
from  labor  circles,  with  the  exception  of  some  of  the  needle- 
trade  unions  that  for  a  long  time  had  worked  closely  with  the 
Socialist  party. 

This  "marriage  of  convenience"  between  the  Socialists  and 
the  labor  unions  was  destined  to  be  a  short  one.  When  the 
ballots  were  counted,  the  La  Follette  vote  reached  4,826,471, 
as  compared  to  15,275,003  votes  cast  for  Coolidge  and  8,385,586 
cast  for  Davis.  Of  the  La  Follette  votes  3,797,974  were  placed 
in  the  Progressive  columns  and  854,264  in  the  Socialist  columns. 
The  voting  statistics  came  as  a  keen  disappointment  to  the 
labor  men  and  convinced  them,  with  some  few  exceptions, 
that  they  should  abandon  this  young  movement  of  political 
protest.  They  concluded  that  the  traditional  AFL  nonpartisan 
policy  of  rewarding  friends  and  punishing  enemies  was,  after 
all,  the  best.  They  had  lost  all  zest  for  continued  experimenta- 
tion with  the  third-party  idea.  The  Socialists,  however,  had 
become  hardened  to  political  defeat  and  saw  campaigns  in 
educational  as  well  as  nose-counting  terms.  They  were  not 
quite  so  ready  to  abandon  their  third-party  dreams. 
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In  accordance  with  the  agreement  reached  at  the  Cleveland 
nominating  convention,  a  postelection  convention  was  held  on 
February  21-22,  1925,  to  consider  the  advisability  of  founding 
a  bona  fide  third  party.  The  result  of  this  meeting  was  a  fore- 
gone conclusion.  In  the  words  of  Hillquit,  "This  time  the 
delegates  had  come  to  bury  Caesar,  not  to  praise  him."  4T  Most 
of  the  representatives  of  labor  formally  withdrew.  Both  Debs 
and  Hillquit  eloquently  pleaded  that  they  stay,  but  it  was  of 
no  avail.  The  Socialists  and  the  assorted  La  Follette  followers 
who  remained  could  not  see  eye  to  eye  on  many  major  issues. 
The  Socialists,  for  example,  were  convinced  that  an  effective 
third  party  had  to  have  a  labor  base.  Consequently,  they  also 
bade  farewell  to  the  CPPA.  A  small  group  of  the  Progressives, 
who  refused  to  give  up  the  ghost,  went  through  the  motions 
of  founding  a  new  national  political  party,  but  it  was  never  to 
function  in  any  real  sense. 

The  wisdom  of  the  Socialist  party's  decision  to  attempt  to 
join  forces  with  labor  and  progressive  groups  in  the  Conference 
for  Progressive  Political  Action  was  to  be  debated  in  socialist 
circles  for  many  years  to  come.  But  no  matter  how  one  evalu- 
ates the  original  decision,  it  is  clear  beyond  the  point  of  argu- 
ment that  the  Socialist  party  was  stronger  when  it  joined 
CPPA  than  when  it  left  the  movement.  "In  the  years  immedi- 
ately following,"  wrote  Morris  Hillquit,  "it  was  a  difficult, 
often  disheartening,  task  to  maintain  a  semblance  of  life  in 
the  dismembered,  discouraged,  and  seemingly  hopeless  organi- 
zation."48 

The  demise  of  the  Socialist  party  was  looked  upon  as  an 
accomplished  fact  in  many  quarters  even  before  the  La  Follette 
campaign  was  officially  launched.  In  June  of  1924  David  Kars- 
ner  wrote  of  "The  Passing  of  the  Socialist  Party"  in  the  pages 
of  Current  History.  He  painted  a  dreary  picture  that  most 


68  Norman  Thomas,  Respectable  Rebel 

political  observers  of  the  period  would  have  accepted  as  accu- 
rate: 

After  twenty-three  years  of  indifferent  gains  and  losses  the 
Socialist  Party  goes  into  eclipse  with  the  Presidential  cam- 
paign of  1924.  There  is  scarcely  enough  of  it  left  to  salvage 
and  weld  with  another  group.  It  has  neither  good-will  nor 
bad  to  bequeath  to  another  organization.  It  is  a  political 
ghost  stalking  in  the  graveyard  of  current  events  seeking 
respectable  burial.  The  majority  of  its  former  voting  mem- 
bership is  back  in  the  Democratic  and  Republican  Parties 
from  which  it  came.  .  .  . 

It  becomes  increasingly  clear  as  the  Socialist  Party  steps 
into  the  shadows,  that  it  was  a  one-man  organization;  that 
it  revolved  around  the  personality  of  a  single  individual 
whose  sincerity  and  devoutness  were  sufficient  to  inspire 
three  or  four  million  people  to  take  up  the  crusade,  now 
and  then,  during  the  approximate  quarter  of  a  century  of 
the  party's  existence.49 

Karsner  had  written  the  obituary  notice,  and  two  years  later, 
in  an  article  entitled  "Collapse  of  Socialism  in  the  United 
States,"  Current  History  (May,  1926),  W.  J.  Ghent  inscribed 
the  tombstone.  Such  was  the  condition  of  the  Socialist  party 
during  the  years  when  Norman  Thomas  was  emerging  as  its 
foremost  spokesman. 


Chapter  III 


A  Leader  Emerges 


It  was  during  the  1920's,  when  American  socialism  was  at  a 
low  ebb,  that  Norman  Thomas,  then  a  Presbyterian  minister, 
became  a  prominent  leader  of  the  Socialist  party.  He  had 
joined  the  party  just  before  the  close  of  World  War  I.  As  has 
often  been  written  in  Socialist  campaign  literature,  he  came 
to  the  party  when  other  people  were  leaving  it. 

Professional  Radical 

Beginning  with  his  formal  Socialist  affiliation,  Norman 
Thomas  became,  in  a  real  sense,  a  professional  social  reformer 
or  radical.  From  that  point  he  devoted  virtually  all  of  his 
waking  hours  to  organizing,  speaking,  and  writing  in  behalf 
of  a  great  number  of  organizations  in  the  American  radical 
and  liberal  worlds.  So  committed  to  radicalism  had  he  become 
that  he  even  felt  conscience-bound  to  sever  his  connections 
with  Princeton's  Colonial  Club.  Despite  his  strong  sentimental 
ties  to  it,  he  had  concluded  that  the  club  system  was  not  to  the 
best  interest  of  the  university  as  a  whole  or  appropriate  to  a 
democratic  era.  In  later  years,  however,  he  was  invited  back 
and  could  not  resist  the  temptation  to  rejoin. 

Thomas  had  joined  the  Socialist  party  just  at  the  beginning 
of  the  so-called  Red  scare  of  1919  and  1920.  "President  Wilson 
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had  predicted,  'once  lead  this  people  into  war  and  they'll  for- 
get there  ever  was  such  a  thing  as  tolerance';  and  his  Attorney 
General,  A.  Mitchell  Palmer,  hastened  to  embrace  the  oppor- 
tunity of  justifying  that  prediction."  *  These  were  very  diffi- 
cult days  for  radicals  or  nonconformists  of  any  hue.  Thomas 
was  being  baptized  into  the  socialist  movement  by  the  rites  of 
fire. 

Ironically,  it  was  Mrs.  Thomas'  inherited  income  that  enabled 
her  husband  to  devote  himself  on  a  full-time  basis  to  social 
crusading.  In  the  years  to  come  he  became  involved  in  cause 
after  cause  without  feeling  that  the  members  of  his  family 
would  have  to  do  without  necessities  because  he  was  trying 
to  save  the  world.  He  candidly  admits  that  "the  critic  of 
capitalism  was  its  beneficiary."  2  However,  it  should  be  pointed 
out  that  in  no  year  did  Mrs.  Thomas'  income  exceed  $10,000, 
and  during  the  1930's  there  were  lean  years  when  Mrs.  Thomas 
raised  cocker  spaniels  and  ran  a  tearoom  in  order  to  increase 
the  family  income. 

Thomas'  desire,  as  expressed  in  his  letter  of  application  to 
the  Socialist  party,  to  "be  counted"  among  the  radicals  was 
coming  true  in  the  most  literal  sense.3  Early  in  1919  Thomas' 
name  appeared  among  those  submitted  by  military  intelligence 
to  a  Senate  committee  investigating  individuals  who  had  not 
supported  the  war  effort.  The  list  also  included  the  names  of 
Charles  A.  Beard,  Eugene  V.  Debs,  Elizabeth  G.  Flynn,  John 
Haynes  Holmes,  Rufus  H.  Jones,  Louis  P.  Lochner,  Scott 
Nearing,  Harry  Overstreet,  and  Oswald  Garrison  Villard.  On 
the  whole,  Thomas  was  in  good  company,  and  in  the  years  to 
come  many  of  these  persons  were  to  be  closely  associated  with 
Thomas  in  a  variety  of  ways.  Not  only  was  his  name  appearing 
on  government  "dangerous  persons"  lists,  but  he  was  also 
being  trailed  by  secret-service  agents.  Judging  him  by  his  vari- 
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ous  activities  and  writings,  particularly  by  his  association  with 
World  Tomorrow,  Postmaster  General  Albert  S.  Burleson 
concluded,  "Thomas  is  more  insidious  than  Debs."4  The  fact 
is  that  the  government  officials  had  little  insight  into  this  radical 
young  minister's  philosophy.  On  no  ground  did  he  ever  justify 
violence,  not  even  for  the  sake  of  a  social  revolution. 

During  the  summer  of  191 8  the  United  States  Post  Office 
refused  to  deliver  three  issues  of  Thomas'  World  Tomorrow. 
Postmaster  General  Burleson  threatened  Thomas  with  jail, 
largely  because  of  an  article  he  wrote  criticizing  the  invasion 
of  the  emerging  Soviet  Union  by  United  States  troops  in 
Siberia  and  at  Archangel.  The  matter  was  brought  to  Woodrow 
Wilson's  attention  by  John  Nevin  Sayre,  a  close  friend  of 
Thomas'  and  a  brother  of  the  President's  son-in-law.  Wilson 
defended  his  policies  toward  Russia  but  agreed  that  neither 
Thomas'  World  Tomorrow  nor  the  Nation,  which  was  then 
also  under  fire  for  the  high  crime  of  criticizing  Samuel  Gom- 
pers,  was  seditious.  Wilson  apparently  instructed  Burleson  to 
that  effect.  He  asked  Sayre,  however,  to  tell  Thomas,  his 
former  student,  that  "a  noted  Englishman  had  once  declared 
that  there  could  be  an  indecent  display  of  private  opinions  in 
public."5  To  the  best  of  Thomas'  knowledge,  this  was  the 
only  occasion  when  President  Wilson  personally  intervened 
to  curtail  the  abuse  of  civil  liberty  on  the  part  of  his  administra- 
tion. 

Probably  Thomas'  most  cherished  cause  during  the  war  and 
the  period  immediately  following  was  defending  the  rights  of 
conscientious  objectors  and  protesting  the  way  in  which  they 
were  being  treated.  These  were  the  problems  to  which  he  ad- 
dressed himself  in  his  first  book,  The  Conscientious  Objector 
in  America  (1923).  Never  before  had  he  become  quite  so  dis- 
illusioned with  organized  Christianity.  He  found  that  it  was 
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more  difficult  to  talk  to  high  church  officials  than  to  military 
officials  concerning  the  plight  of  the  conscientious  objectors. 
The  intensity  o£  his  feeling  was  undoubtedly  heightened  by 
his  indignation  at  the  terrible  suffering  that  his  brother  Evan 
had  to  endure  for  the  sake  of  his  pacifism.  In  October,  1919, 
when  reflecting  on  "The  Social  Preparation  for  the  Kingdom 
of  God,"  he  wrote  with  a  degree  of  bitterness  toward  the 
church  which  was  uncharacteristic  of  his  earlier  or  subse- 
quent works: 

True,  the  individual  conscience  may  not  be  infallible;  yet 
it  cannot  be  corrected  by  the  political  state  nor  can  Chris- 
tians tolerate  the  doctrine  that  mistakes  of  conscience  can  be 
cured  by  chains  and  imprisonment.  The  church  which  has 
steadily  supported  the  state  in  its  policy  of  coercing  war's 
heretics  is  a  church  which  has  denied  its  own  right  to  speak 
with  the  voice  of  God  to  the  hearts  of  men.  The  conscientious 
objectors  have  not  asked  for  sympathy.  One  who  knows  the 
best  of  them  would  not  desire  to  offer  to  their  triumphant 
courage  the  insult  of  sympathy;  rather  it  is  the  church  that 
needs  our  concern — the  church  which  is  committing  suicide 
by  the  neglect  of  things  which  pertain  to  her  salvation.6 

In  the  postwar  years,  Reverend  Thomas,  a  minister  without 
a  church,  was  also  involved  in  other  crusading  activities.  He 
was  arguing  for  United  States  recognition  of  the  Soviet  Union. 
He  was  actively  promoting  the  cause  of  Irish  freedom  and 
served  as  a  member  of  the  American  Committee  on  Condi- 
tions in  Ireland  along  with  Jane  Addams,  George  W.  Norris, 
and  David  I.  Walsh.  He  was  becoming  even  more  deeply 
involved  in  specific  labor  and  socialist  causes.  In  the  radical 
and  liberal  world  his  reputation  as  a  courageous  and  effective 
writer  and  speaker  was  soaring  rapidly. 
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In  1921  Thomas  assumed  a  position  of  leadership  in  Ameri- 
can liberalism  by  becoming  an  associate  editor  of  the  Nation. 
By  the  next  year  he  had  resigned  in  order  to  become  a  codirec- 
tor,  with  Harry  W.  Laidler,  of  the  League  for  Industrial 
Democracy — a  position  which  he  held  until  1937.  He  did  not 
completely  sever  his  connections  with  the  Nation  but  remained 
for  some  years  a  contributing  editor  and  maintained  a  close 
relationship  with  its  publisher,  Oswald  Garrison  Villard,  until 
the  latter 's  death  in  1949. 

Thomas'  activities  in  connection  with  the  L.I.D.  are  crucial 
to  understanding  his  rise  to  leadership  in  the  Socialist  party. 
Founded  in  1905  as  the  Intercollegiate  Socialist  Society  by 
notables  such  as  Clarence  Darrow,  Jack  London,  and  Upton 
Sinclair,  the  L.I.D.  was  at  no  time  officially  connected  with 
the  Socialist  party;  but  it  was  always  very  closely  affiliated  with 
the  party,  and  many  of  its  most  prominent  members  were 
also  leading  members  of  the  party.  The  nature  of  the  L.I.D. 
of  the  period  under  consideration  has  been  summarized  well 
in  the  organization's  statement  of  purposes:  "The  League  for 
Industrial  Democracy  is  a  membership  society  engaged  in 
education  for  a  new  social  order  based  on  production  for  use 
and  not  profit.  To  this  end,  the  League  issues  pamphlets, 
conducts  research,  lecture  and  information  services,  organizes 
city  and  college  chapters  and  sponsors  conferences,  forums, 
luncheon  discussions  and  radio  talks."7  Its  membership  has 
always  contained  many  persons  who  were  more  prominent 
in  American  liberal  circles  than  in  the  Socialist  movement 
per  se.  Among  the  persons  with  whom  Thomas  had  close  con- 
tact, at  least  partially  because  of  his  directorship  of  the  L.I.D., 
were  Harry  Elmer  Barnes,  Paul  Blanshard,  Bruce  Bliven, 
Stuart  Chase,  John  Dewey,  Paul  H.  Douglas,  Freda  Kirchwey, 
Robert  Morse  Lovett,  Francis  J.  McConnell,  Alexander  Meikle- 
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john,  and  Reinhold  Niebuhr.  During  the  nineteen  twenties 
and  thirties  Thomas  spoke  at  countless  L.I.D.  meetings  all 
over  the  country.  It  was  during  this  period  that  he  first  became 
a  familiar  figure  to  professors  and  students  of  a  liberal  or  radi- 
cal bent  at  universities  and  colleges  throughout  the  nation. 

Socialist  Leader 

As  Thomas  became  well  known  as  an  editor  of  the  World 
Tomorrow  and  the  Nation  and  as  a  leader  in  organizations 
like  the  League  for  Industrial  Democracy,  the  American  Civil 
Liberties  Union,  and  other  radical-liberal  organizations,  he 
also  became  increasingly  important  within  the  Socialist  party. 
His  co-workers  in  these  many  activities  and  endeavors,  es- 
pecially those  in  the  L.I.D.,  were  frequently  members  of  the 
Socialist  party.  Many  of  them  became  personally  attached  and 
devoted  to  Thomas  and  tended  to  constitute  a  block  of  his 
followers  within  the  party  itself. 

Thomas,  however,  did  not  achieve  his  position  of  leader- 
ship in  the  Socialist  party  via  a  struggle  for  power  with  other 
contenders.  During  the  1920's  the  party  was  hardly  overflowing 
with  outstanding  actual  or  potential  leaders.  Debs  was  ill  after 
his  release  from  prison  until  his  death  in  1926.  Most  of  the  big 
names  had  left  the  party  because  of  the  war  issue  or  the  ques- 
tion of  affiliation  with  the  Third  International.  Hillquit  and 
Berger  were  both  getting  on  in  years,  and,  since  neither  of 
them  was  American-born,  they  were  completely  ruled  out  as 
presidential  candidates.  To  a  large  degree,  Thomas  became 
the  outstanding  leader  of  the  Socialist  party  by  default.  In 
his  own  view,  he  was  "Hobson's  choice."  8  Symbolic  of  Thomas* 
rise  in  the  party  was  the  fact  that  he,  who  never  had  an 
intimate  relationship  with  Debs,  should  have  been  chosen  to 
deliver  the  oration  at  the  latter 's  funeral  in  October  of  1926. 
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It  was  virtually  a  foregone  conclusion  that  Thomas  would  be 
his  party's  presidential  nominee  in  1928.  There  was  some 
speculation  to  the  effect  that  James  H.  Maurer  of  Pennsyl- 
vania would  be  nominated,  but  Thomas'  was  the  only  name 
that  was  actually  put  before  the  Socialist  convention.  Maurer 
was  subsequently  nominated  as  his  running  mate. 

Thomas  delivered  an  eloquent  speech  of  acceptance.  He 
told  the  assembled  delegates  many  things  that  in  future  years 
he  was  to  say  over  and  over  again  in  different  ways  to  audi- 
ences all  over  the  country.  He  declared  that  Socialist  "achieve- 
ment" could  not  be  evaluated  merely  in  terms  of  votes,  be- 
cause the  important  task  was  "the  steady  education  of  men 
and  women  in  the  possibilities  ...  of  peace,  of  freedom,  of 
justice,  of  brotherhood,  for  all  men  everywhere."9  He  main- 
tained "that  no  good  man  as  a  political  Messiah  can  save 
America"; 10  yet  he  indicated  that  he  hoped  the  major  parties 
would  nominate  men  of  high  caliber.  Furthermore,  he  gravely 
questioned  the  view,  subscribed  to  at  the  time  by  large  num- 
bers of  Communists  and  some  Socialists,  that  it  was  wise  to 
hope  for  some  national  disaster  in  that  it  would  lead  to  the 
establishment  of  a  socialistic  society.  "The  sad  part  of  it  is," 
he  stated,  "that  there  is  no  promise  that  out  of  convulsion  you 
will  get  salvation."  u 

Though  Thomas  was  not  one  of  those  who  desired  it,  the 
"convulsion,"  in  the  form  of  near  economic  collapse,  did  occur 
in  the  United  States;  and  his  doubts  about  whether  such  a 
turn  of  events  would  automatically  lead  to  socialism  proved 
well  justified.  The  catastrophic  decline  of  the  American  econ- 
omy, which  began  in  1929,  did,  however,  have  a  dynamic  in- 
fluence upon  the  history  of  American  socialism.  The  Great 
Depression  was  to  revitalize  the  American  Socialist  party. 
During  the  era  of  normalcy  most  Americans  were  inclined  to 


j6  Norman  Thomas,  Respectable  Rebel 

believe  that  this  was  the  best  of  all  possible  worlds.  They  were 
completely  confident  of  the  fundamental  soundness  of  the 
economic  system  under  which  they  lived;  it  was  the  golden 
age  of  optimism.  Practically  the  only  predictions  that  were 
made,  and  certainly  the  only  predictions  that  were  widely  lis- 
tened to,  told  of  an  ever  increasing  prosperity  in  the  United 
States.  The  depression  came  as  a  rude  awakening,  shattering 
smugness  and  destroying  confidence.  Instead  of  pointing  to 
the  fundamental  soundness  of  the  American  economic  order, 
people  began  taking  note  of  its  weaknesses.  Thus  the  situation 
was  conducive  to  the  development  of  the  growth  and  power 
of  the  various  radical  political  movements.  In  the  face  of  this 
unrest  Americans  were  prepared  to  consider  almost  any  way 
out. 

The  Socialist  party  hardly  experienced  a  spectacular  growth, 
but  it  did  gain  strength  on  several  levels.  In  1928  it  had  an 
official  membership  of  7,793;  by  1933  its  numbers  had  in- 
creased to  18,548.  In  1928,  when  Thomas  made  his  first  venture 
as  a  presidential  candidate,  he  received  267,420  votes;  in  1932 
he  polled  884,781.  The  changes  that  were  taking  place  in  the 
Socialist  party  cannot  be  understood,  however,  merely  in  terms 
of  membership  statistics  or  votes  cast.  The  organization  was 
attaining  a  new  lease  on  life — so  to  speak.  Its  still-small  mem- 
bership, which  had  for  a  long  time  been  a  paper  membership, 
began  to  participate  more  actively  in  the  affairs  of  the  organiza- 
tion. Not  only  were  old  locals  restored  to  life,  but  new  ones 
were  also  being  founded  in  many  parts  of  the  country. 

This  reawakening  of  the  Socialist  party  cannot  be  totally 
explained  in  terms  of  the  external  events  that  were  related 
to  the  depression.  The  personal  contributions  of  Norman 
Thomas  to  this  new  upsurgence  can  scarcely  be  exaggerated. 
From  the  time  of  his  formal  assumption  of  leadership  of  the 
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party,  that  is,  after  his  nomination  for  the  Presidency  in  1928, 
Thomas  did  yeoman  service  for  the  party  on  a  strictly  organiza- 
tional level.  To  a  large  degree  he  personally  established  and 
maintained  effective  communications  between  the  various  locals 
and  national  headquarters. 

During  the  early  1930's,  in  campaign  seasons  and  out,  he 
was  meeting  an  extraordinarily  heavy  speaking  schedule,  ad- 
dressing Socialist,  labor,  church,  and  university  groups.  Much 
of  his  speaking  was  sponsored  by  local  Socialist  organizations 
and  League  for  Industrial  Democracy  chapters,  but  he  also 
spoke  before  many  groups  with  distinctly  non-Socialist  orienta- 
tions. From  1932  to  1936  he  addressed  meetings  in  all  states 
of  the  Union  except  Mississippi,  Nevada,  South  Carolina,  and 
Wyoming.  During  this  period  he  delivered  literally  thousands 
of  speeches. 

Whether  he  was  initially  sponsored  by  a  Socialist  or  a  non- 
Socialist  group,  the  end  results  of  his  speaking  trips  were  the 
same:  the  local  Socialist  organizations  invariably  profited  by 
his  appearances.  When  he  spoke  before  private  groups,  he  was 
usually  able  to  make  arrangements  to  speak  also  to  his  fellow 
partisans  in  the  area.  This  situation  was  often  advantageous  to 
Socialist  groups,  which  were  invariably  pressed  for  money, 
because  it  saved  them  his  transportation  and  incidental  ex- 
penses. If  his  time  schedule  would  not  permit  speeches  under 
the  auspices  of  a  local  Socialist  group,  he  practically  always 
managed  to  confer  with  local  Socialist  leaders.  Since  the  1930's 
Thomas  has  earned  his  livelihood  primarily  from  public  speak- 
ing, but  he  virtually  never  took  fees  from  Socialist  groups. 
Actually,  his  Socialist  electioneering  was  personally  costly  to 
him,  because  during  campaigns  he  had  time  to  accept  only  a 
very  few  paid  speaking  engagements. 

Many  Socialist  locals  and  League  for  Industrial  Democracy 
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chapters  were  founded  in  connection  with  Thomas'  speaking 
engagements.  Moreover,  during  these  years  he  came  to  know 
virtually  every  local  Socialist  leader  by  name,  and  many  thou- 
sands of  the  rank-and-file  members  had  developed  a  personal 
acquaintanceship  with  him,  even  if  in  some  cases  it  only 
amounted  to  a  warm  handshake  or  a  few  minutes  of  conversa- 
tion. In  this  way  many  of  his  followers  came  to  feel  that  he 
was  interested  in  them  as  individuals,  and  their  devotion  to 
him  was  untold. 

In  terms  of  maintaining  party  communications,  his  ministerial 
and  social-work  background  served  him  well,  for  he  was 
frequently  personal  as  well  as  political  counsel  to  his  followers. 
The  thousands  of  letters  that  he  wrote  to  his  political  comrades 
throughout  the  country  served  to  tie  the  small  party  more 
closely  together.  Furthermore,  his  personal  appeals  to  the  more 
affluent  party  members  and  sympathizers  constituted  an  im- 
portant means  of  Socialist  fund-raising.  There  can  be  no  doubt 
that,  during  most  of  the  years  of  his  leadership,  Norman 
Thomas  was  better  informed  concerning  local  party  conditions 
and  personnel  than  any  other  person  within  the  Socialist 
party. 

The  degree  to  which  the  American  Socialist  party  was  a  uni- 
fied whole  related  in  large  measure  to  Norman  Thomas'  per- 
sonal activities.  His  role  in  the  realm  of  communications  looms 
especially  high  when  it  is  remembered  that  during  most  of  its 
life  the  Socialist  party  has  been  in  a  perpetual  state  of  financial 
crisis.  The  national  office  could  never  afford  to  hire  the  paid 
organizers  or  secretaries  in  the  numbers  needed.  Moreover,  in 
all  probability  they  could  never  have  done  so  effective  a  job  as 
Thomas,  for  he  already  had  the  status  of  foremost  leader  of 
American  socialism  and  was  his  party's  nominee  for  the  highest 
office  in  the  land. 
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Profile  of  a  Leader 

What  manner  of  man  was  to  assume  the  mantle  of  Debs? 
What  attributes  did  he  possess  and  develop  for  political  leader- 
ship that  would  have  to  be  exercised  in  a  world  with  problems 
and  challenges  infinitely  more  complex  than  those  in  the  time 
of  Debs?  Over  the  last  thirty  years,  Thomas  has  become  even 
more  of  an  institution  than  Debs  had  been.  As  America's  Mr. 
Socialist,  Thomas  has  remained,  realistically  speaking,  with- 
out a  competitor  as  the  leader,  interpreter,  and  public  advocate 
of  socialism. 

Paradoxically,  despite  his  long  record  of  losing  elections, 
Thomas  was  probably  as  well  equipped  for  the  holding  of  high 
office  as  any  other  American  of  his  time.  In  1932,  long  before 
he  became  Senator  from  Illinois,  Paul  H.  Douglas  regarded 
Norman  Thomas  "as  the  most  appealing  political  personality 
of  our  times.  .  .  .  Thomas'  whole  career  is  evidence  of  what 
one  brave,  sensitive  and  able  man  can  do.  The  last  decade  was 
in  many  ways  disgraceful  for  both  its  corruption  and  the  vul- 
garity of  its  materialism.  That  in  such  a  decade  one  man  could 
grow  in  stature  as  Thomas  has  is  indeed  proof  of  the  spark 
which  lies  within  men  and  of  what  may  happen  when  idealists 
master  realities." 12  Thomas  rose  rapidly  in  a  minor  party 
largely  devoid  of  leaders,  but  undoubtedly  his  personal  attributes 
would  have  pushed  him  toward  important  leadership  responsi- 
bilities in  almost  any  political  organization. 

The  first  impression  that  people  have  when  they  meet  him 
is  that  of  his  towering  size,  which  has  been  a  distinct  political 
asset.  He  is  over  six  feet  two  inches  tall  and  has  the  bearing  of 
a  leader.  His  height  plus  his  "strongly  etched  patrician  fea- 
tures"13 give  him  a  unique  appearance.  He  exudes  an  aura 
of  confidence  and  is  always  thoroughly  in  command  of  him- 
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self  and  the  situation  at  hand.  His  self-confidence,  however, 
does  not  convey  arrogance. 

He  can  communicate  warmth  and  friendliness  to  widely 
varying  types  of  people.  The  handshaking  art  of  politics,  so 
indispensable  to  effective  political  leadership,  comes  easily  to 
him  because  he  likes  people  and  is  interested  in  the  problems 
of  individuals  as  well  as  those  of  mankind  en  masse.  Although 
he  is  probably  more  keenly  sensitive  to  the  problems  of  society 
than  to  problems  confronting  individuals,  it  is  not  difficult  to 
address  him  as  Norman;  most  of  his  political  associates  have 
done  so.  An  innate  sense  of  dignity,  however,  has  prevented 
him  from  becoming  a  backslapper  in  any  sense.  He  is  inter- 
ested in  the  masses,  but  he  is  never  quite  of  them.  He  has  an 
abundance  of  charm  and  an  unfailing  sense  of  humor  which 
endear  him  even  to  persons  who  meet  him  once  or  know  him 
only  slightly. 

Physical  energy — almost  an  absolute  requirement  for  a  suc- 
cessful political  career — is  something  that  he  has  always  pos- 
sessed in  phenomenal  abundance.  As  a  political  campaigner  he 
has  exhibited  seemingly  endless  vitality  and  stamina.  The 
consensus  among  the  various  persons  who  have  toured  with 
him  at  campaign  time,  many  of  whom  were  twenty  or  thirty 
years  his  junior,  is  that  they  found  it  impossible  to  keep  up 
with  his  pace.  Even  in  his  seventy-sixth  year  he  has  been 
known  to  talk  politics  until  three  o'clock  in  the  morning  with 
eager  young  socialists.  Roger  Baldwin,  a  nature  enthusiast  and 
long-time  director  of  the  American  Civil  Liberties  Union,  has 
complained  that  Norman  even  insists  upon  discussing  politics 
when  in  the  woods. 

Thomas  has  virtually  no  hobbies  or  avocations  and  very  few 
nonpolitical  friends.  All  of  his  tremendous  energies  have  been 
devoted  almost  exclusively  to  public  affairs.  That  these  ener- 
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gies  have  been  effectively  and  productively  expended  is  evi- 
denced by  his  prodigious  output  of  work.  His  life  has  been 
perfectly  in  tune  with  a  phrase  from  a  hymn  that  he  remembers 
hearing  so  often  as  a  boy :  "Work,  for  the  night  is  coming."  14 
Only  fantastic  and  incredibly  efficient  industry  can  explain  the 
sixteen  books,  the  scores  of  pamphlets,  and  the  multitude  of 
articles  and  leaflets,  the  many  thousand  speaking  engagements, 
the  unending  succession  of  committee  meetings  and  conven- 
tions, and  a  correspondence  of  staggering  proportions,  includ- 
ing letters  to  and  from  most  of  the  major  intellectual  and 
political  figures  of  our  time.  All  of  these  activities  were  usually 
carried  out  with  the  aid  of  one  secretary  plus  much  help  from 
his  devoted  wife. 

Not  infrequently,  such  enormous  productivity  is  associated 
with  the  ruthless,  impersonal,  almost  inhuman  type  of  effi- 
ciency, but  this  has  emphatically  not  been  the  case  with  Norman 
Thomas.  The  main  focus  of  his  unending  crusade  has  been 
the  reformation  of  American  society — indeed  world  society — 
but  he  has  never  lost  sight  of  the  fact  that  societies  are  groups 
of  individuals.  As  busy  as  he  was,  as  pressured  as  he  must  have 
felt  to  meet  his  astronomical  number  of  lecturing  and  writing 
commitments,  he  never  ceased  to  be  sensitive  to  and  con- 
cerned with  the  needs  and  problems  of  friends,  political  com- 
rades, and  total  strangers.  Almost  never  did  a  letter  received 
by  him  go  unanswered.  His  keenly  developed  sense  of  duty 
would  not  permit  such  laxness.  Even  small  children  who  wrote 
to  ask,  "What  is  socialism?"  invariably  received  a  reply.  At  no 
time  does  one  feel  that  he  begrudges  the  time  he  is  giving  or 
that  he  is  particularly  rushed  or  pressured.  Through  the  years 
there  has  been  a  stream  of  visitors  at  his  office  and  his  home, 
including  the  humble  and  the  prominent.  When  at  Socialist 
gatherings,  he  almost  invariably  singles  out  the  humblest  and 
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least  secure  individuals  for  special  attention.  Obscure  and  rela- 
tively unimportant  members  o£  the  Socialist  party  were  sur- 
prised and  delighted  to  find  that,  when  they  came  to  New  York 
and  called  Thomas  just  to  say  hello,  it  frequently  meant  an 
invitation  to  join  him  for  lunch  or  perhaps  to  come  to  his  home 
for  dinner.  During  the  years  of  his  wife  Violet's  life,  Thomas' 
home  was  open  for  every  sort  of  Socialist  meeting. 

Thomas'  letters  are  replete  with  instances  of  his  efforts  to 
aid  people:  jobs  found  for  friends  and  comrades;  arrange- 
ments for  medical  treatment;  messages  of  encouragement,  sym- 
pathy, and  condolence;  protests  and  concrete  work  in  behalf 
of  persons,  regardless  of  their  political  faith,  who  were  being 
deprived  of  liberty.  Even  his  most  bitter  antagonists  on  the 
left,  the  Communists  and  the  Trotskyites,  found  that  he  was 
willing  to  come  to  their  aid  when  their  civil  rights  were  in 
jeopardy  during  the  1940's  and  1950's.  Earl  Browder,  who  was 
for  so  many  years  commander-in-chief  of  American  com- 
munism, can  testify  to  this. 

Thomas  is  an  inveterate  public  letter-box  writer.  Year  in 
and  year  out  he  has  submitted  a  flood  of  letters  to  newspapers 
over  the  country,  answering  attacks  on  socialism  or  merely 
stating  his  views  on  the  great  issues  of  our  time.  An  indomitable 
sense  of  responsibility — probably  rising  from  his  Protestant 
heritage — seems  literally  to  drive  him  toward  involvement  in 
the  correction  of  every  and  any  individual  or  social  wrong  that 
comes  to  his  attention. 

He  is  enormously  sensitive  to  the  condition  of  mankind. 
His  appearance  of  physical  well-being  actually  seems  to  fluctu- 
ate with  the  world  scene.  During  the  period  of  the  Eisenhower- 
Khrushchev  honeymoon,  when  the  spirit  of  Camp  David  pre- 
vailed, he  looked  better,  less  tired,  less  old.  When  the  conference 
at  the  summit  in  the  spring  of  i960  collapsed  over  the  U-2 
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incident  and  the  cold  war  once  again  grew  hotter,  the  turn 
of  events  could  be  seen  in  his  face,  in  his  walk,  in  his  whole 
bearing;  he  looked  ill.  Sensitivity  to  the  major  political,  social, 
and  economic  currents  in  the  world  about  one  is  an  absolute 
must  for  effective  political  leadership,  but  perhaps  Thomas 
possesses  this  attribute  in  too  large  a  measure.  It  may  be  that, 
ideally,  a  political  leader  should  also  have  a  kind  of  emotional 
toughness  that  insulates  him  from  reacting  so  personally  to 
the  woes  of  the  world. 

"If  I  Were  a  Politician" 

To  a  large  degree,  Mr.  Thomas'  public  life  has  represented 
a  fusion  of  the  roles  of  party  leader  and  educator.  Indeed,  by 
the  conventional  standards  of  politics  his  role  has  not  been, 
strictly  speaking,  a  political  one.  This  is  a  strange  but  true 
statement  to  make  about  the  man  who  has  run  more  often 
for  the  highest  office  in  the  land  than  any  other  person  in 
United  States  history.  To  the  great  amusement  of  many  of 
his  listeners,  he  has  often  been  known  to  introduce  some 
thought  by  saying,  "If  I  were  a  politician."  15  The  intent  of 
this  remark  was  doubtless  humor,  but  nevertheless  its  implica- 
tion is  perfectly  true.  The  transition  that  Norman  Thomas 
made  was  not  so  much  from  the  ministry  to  politics  but  rather 
a  shorter  one  from  the  ministry  to  education.  In  campaign 
season  and  out,  observes  a  fellow  social  reformer,  Thomas'  role 
has  been  essentially  that  of  a  "fighting  evangelist  for  a  faith." 
Thomas  was  to  say  innumerable  times,  "I  would  rather  be 
right  than  be  president  but  I  am  perfectly  willing  to  be  both."  16 
And  had  he  been  less  insistent  about  asserting  his  notions  con- 
cerning social  injustice  and  its  remediation,  his  attainment  of 
high  political  office  might  well  have  been  possible. 

Thomas'  relation  to  American  life  closely  approximates  the 
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notion  that  James  Bryce  held  concerning  the  proper  role  to 
be  played  by  a  political  leader  in  a  democratic  society.  Thus, 
in  his  classic  work,  The  American  Commonwealth,  that  keen 
student  of  American  civilization  wrote:  "The  duty  .  .  .  o£  a 
patriotic  statesman  in  a  country  where  public  opinion  rules, 
would  seem  to  be  rather  to  resist  and  correct  than  to  encourage 
the  dominant  sentiment.  He  will  not  be  content  with  trying 
to  mold  and  form  and  lead  it  but  he  will  confront  it,  lecture 
it,  remind  it  that  it  is  fallible,  rouse  it  out  of  its  self-com- 
placency." 17 

In  his  role  of  inveterate  critic  of  American  society  and  lead- 
ing champion  of  unpopular  causes,  Thomas  has  rarely  missed 
an  opportunity  to  remind  his  fellow  citizens  of  their  fallibility. 
His  political  specialty  has  been  to  undertake  the  kinds  of  tasks 
that  Bryce  laid  at  the  door  of  the  "patriotic  statesman."  Prob- 
ably no  man  of  our  time  has  been  more  frequently  or  deservedly 
referred  to  as  "the  Conscience  of  America."  By  both  deeds  and 
words  he  has  given  notable  and  continuing  service  to  the  fight 
against  every  type  of  injustice  in  the  United  States. 

Throughout  his  career  he  has  consistently  fought  against 
racial,  religious,  and  nationality  prejudice  in  every  shape  and 
form.  This  included,  for  example,  his  vigorous  protesting 
against  the  forced  evacuation  of  Japanese  Americans  from  the 
west  coast  during  World  War  II,  whereas  most  other  Ameri- 
cans passively  accepted  this  affront  to  their  country's  tradition 
of  liberty. 

As  a  founder  of  the  American  Civil  Liberties  Union,  he  has 
been  active  in  virtually  every  struggle  that  has  involved  en- 
larging or  preserving  the  American  heritage  of  freedom  during 
the  last  forty  years.  On  behalf  of  the  American  Civil  Liberties 
Union  and  the  Socialist  party,  he  hastened  to  areas  where  free- 
dom of  speech  had  been  denied  to  some  group  or  individual 
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and  delivered  addresses  in  order  to  establish  test  cases  and 
thereby  challenge  civil-liberty  denials.  He  used  this  technique 
with  conspicuous  success  in  Passaic,  New  Jersey  in  1926,  at 
Terre  Haute,  Indiana  in  1935,  and  in  Jersey  City,  New  Jersey 
in  1938  against  the  dictatorial  rule  of  Mayor  Frank  Hague. 

Norman  Thomas  worked  untiringly  and  openly  for  the  cause 
of  organized  labor  long  before  that  cause  became  a  reasonably 
respectable  one.  He  has  marched  in  picket  lines  and  addressed 
workers'  rallies  in  almost  every  part  of  the  United  States.  Few 
persons  in  the  United  States  did  more  than  Mr.  Thomas  to 
publicize  the  facts  of  the  enormous  hardships  that  the  share- 
croppers were  facing  during  the  1930's.  He  played  a  leading 
role  in  the  organization  of  the  short-lived  Southern  Tenant 
Farmers'  Union,  which  ultimately  became  the  Agricultural 
Workers'  Union. 

It  is  of  significance  to  note  that  Mr.  Thomas  has  not  merely 
confined  his  crusading  to  causes  that  have  been  approved  by 
liberal  and  humanitarian  groups  in  the  United  States.  He  re- 
sisted the  "dominant  sentiment" — to  use  Bryce's  phrase — by 
his  almost  constant  criticism  of  the  New  Deal  and  Franklin 
Delano  Roosevelt;  by  his  determined  opposition  to  the  entrance 
of  the  United  States  into  World  War  II;  by  his  sharp  criti- 
cisms of  the  conduct  of  American  foreign  policy  during  the 
war;  by  his  bitter  denunciation  of  Soviet  totalitarianism,  when 
so  many  Americans  looked  upon  Russia  as  a  great  and  demo- 
cratic ally;  and  by  his  condemnation  of  the  dropping  of  the 
atomic  bombs  upon  Hiroshima  and  Nagasaki  at  the  close  of 
the  war.  These  stands  cost  him  dearly  in  the  political  sense. 
By  taking  them  he  alienated  many  of  his  actual  and  potential 
followers  in  the  liberal-radical  world. 

The  role  that  Bryce  advised  and  Thomas  has  played  re- 
quired much  personal  courage  and  great  moral  conviction.  Yet 


86  Norman  Thomas,  Respectable  Rebel 

it  should  be  pointed  out  that  in  many  ways  Thomas'  position 
has  been  an  enviable  one.  Once  he  made  the  decision  to  throw 
in  his  lot  with  minor-party  politics,  the  way  was  paved  for  him 
to  become  the  outspoken,  courageous,  and  incorruptible  public 
figure.  His  special  situation  enabled  him  to  speak  out  on  issues 
that  major-party  leaders  found  too  hot  to  handle.  The  situation 
of  the  political  leader  who  has  not  the  remotest  chance  of 
securing  office  is  radically  different  from  that  of  the  person 
who  hopes  or  expects  to  be  elected.  Thomas  has  never  been 
confronted  by  the  responsibilities  of  political  office,  or  even  by 
those  that  go  hand  in  hand  with  having  a  reasonable  prospect 
of  assuming  office.  The  fear  of  losing  an  election  for  speaking 
out  too  boldly  on  issues  was  not  a  problem  that  Mr.  Thomas  had 
to  face  during  the  long  years  of  his  political  campaigning.  It 
was  only  rarely  that  it  seemed  at  all  in  the  realm  of  possibility 
that  votes  cast  for  Thomas  would  even  sway  an  election  to 
one  or  another  of  his  opponents.  Moreover,  Thomas  was  prob- 
ably not  confronted  by  temptations  that  were  of  the  same  order 
as  those  that  characterize  major-party  politics.  The  rewards 
that  could  have  come  to  him  for  compromise  of  principle  or 
for  outright  dishonesty  were  never  comparable  to  those  that 
were  available  to  major-party  leaders. 

Thus  it  is  that,  even  though  he  has  gone  through  the  forms 
of  being  a  political  leader,  he  has  always  been  somehow  remote 
from  the  real  rough-and-tumble  of  American  politics.  More 
than  being  the  politician,  he  has  played  the  role  of  the  educator 
on  social,  political,  and  economic  subjects.  Convinced  of  the 
educational  nature  of  his  role,  a  Columbia  University  dean 
once  referred  to  Norman  Thomas  as  a  traveling  colleague. 

Thomas'  critics  in  the  radical  movement  have  frequently 
disparaged  him  for  his  educational  orientation.  One  sensitive 
writer,  the  late  F.  O.  Matthiessen,  who  first  heard  Thomas 
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speak  during  his  college  days,  was  skeptical  concerning  the 
importance  of  Thomas'  role.  "His  views  were  very  different 
from  those  of  our  Yale  professors,"  wrote  Matthiessen,  in  his 
190J-1950,  "but  he  was  still  a  kind  of  professor  all  the  same. 
...  I  continued  to  respect  Thomas  but  he  never  served  to  do 
much  more  than  educate  some  middle-class  intellectuals.  He 
was  never  able,  like  Debs,  to  command  a  real  mass  move- 
ment." 18  In  much  more  bitter  language  an  old-guard  parti- 
san hurled  substantially  the  same  charge  at  Thomas:  "Most 
of  your  time  is  devoted  to  the  L.I.D.,  instead  of  the  workers 
in  the  factories,  mines,  and  mills.  I  suppose  Karl  Marx  must 
have  said :  'Students,  Lawyers,  Doctors,  Ministers  of  the  World 
Unite'  instead  of  'Workers  of  the  World  Unite!'"19 

If,  in  the  eyes  of  some  of  his  fellow  radicals,  Thomas  has 
been  too  conventional,  not  enough  of  a  Marxist,  to  most  other 
Americans  he  has  seemed  highly  impractical  and  hopelessly 
doctrinaire.  They  have  found  it  almost  incomprehensible  that 
a  man  with  no  prospect  of  gaining  office  should  have  so  fre- 
quently consented  to  be  a  candidate.  Norman  Thomas  has 
repeatedly  told  his  audiences,  "Vote  your  hopes  and  not  your 
fears,"  or  similarly,  "Don't  vote  for  what  you  don't  want  and 
get  it."20  Large  numbers  of  his  listeners  have  nodded  in  as- 
sent when  he  has  told  them  that  "there  is  more  difference 
within  the  two  major  parties  than  there  is  between  them"  and 
that  the  choice  is  as  significant  as  choosing  between  "Tweedle- 
dee  and  Tweedledum."  21  Yet  even  many  of  those  persons  who 
have  been  basically  sympathetic  with  his  ideas  have  refrained 
from  voting  for  him.  Such  persons  have  generally  argued  that 
it  was  wiser  to  vote  for  the  lesser  of  two  evils — from  their 
point  of  view  usually  the  Democratic  candidate — rather  than 
"waste"  a  vote  on  Thomas.  The  result  has  been  that  as  a  candi- 
date he  has  received  much  in  the  way  of  applause  but  little 
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in  the  way  of  votes.  At  the  close  of  an  election,  upon  being 
complimented  for  waging  a  campaign  of  high  caliber,  he 
replied,  "I  appreciate  the  flowers  only  I  wish  the  funeral  hadn't 
been  so  complete."22 

Considering  his  vast  experience  with  political  funerals,  this 
perennial  Socialist  candidate  behaved  through  the  years,  to 
an  amazing  degree,  as  an  undaunted  and  enthusiastic  cam- 
paigner. Because  of  their  frequency,  some  Americans  refused 
to  take  his  candidacies  seriously,  but  Thomas  always  looked 
upon  them  as  serious  affairs.  His  campaigns  were  invariably 
extremely  strenuous:  He  spoke  widely  and  without  the  bene- 
fit of  private  trains,  large  hotel  suites,  or  ghost  writers;  he  went 
up  and  down  the  country  to  meet  a  speaking  schedule  that 
even  a  William  Jennings  Bryan  would  have  found  burden- 
some. 

"Mr.  Chairman,  Ladies,  and  Gentlemen" 

Far  and  away,  Thomas'  most  outstanding  attribute  as  a 
political  leader  has  been  his  rare  ability  as  a  public  speaker. 
Certainly,  he  ranks  as  one  of  the  great  orators  of  the  twentieth 
century,  in  a  class  with  Eugene  Debs,  Franklin  Roosevelt,  and 
Woodrow  Wilson  but  not  surpassed  by  them.  It  is  hard  to 
compare  him  with  major-party  figures,  in  that  they  have  so 
often  delivered  words  written  by  others,  whereas  he  never  had 
ghost  writers.  Indeed,  because  of  his  spontaneous  eloquence 
he  did  not  seem  to  need  them.  His  abilities  as  a  public  speaker 
are  well  matched  by  his  talents  as  a  writer.  His  career  in 
journalism  was  already  well  established  prior  to  his  attaining 
importance  within  the  Socialist  party.  He  writes  well,  con- 
sistently, and  beautifully  at  times.  His  fantastic  output  of  arti- 
cles and  books  indicates  that  he  reads  and  writes  very  rapidly. 
Such  facility  with  a  pen  has  been  absolutely  necessary  for  a 
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party  leader  who  could  not  afford  ghost  writers  and  who,  on 
moral  grounds,  was  unwilling  to  use  them. 

Thomas  regards  himself  as  being  much  more  effective  as  a 
speaker  than  as  a  writer.  To  hear  him  from  a  lecture  platform 
is  invariably  a  stirring  experience,  both  intellectually  and  emo- 
tionally. His  utterances  exhibit  a  profound  grasp  of  man's  past 
and  a  keen  sensitivity  to  the  trends  of  the  future.  His  wide 
education  serves  to  enrich  his  public  speaking;  his  lectures 
abound  with  historical,  literary,  and,  almost  invariably,  biblical 
allusions.  Non-socialist  experts  in  the  field  of  speech  have  long 
regarded  him  as  one  of  America's  most  able  public  speakers. 
He  has  a  unique  and  distinctive  speaking  style.  His  speeches 
are  punctuated  by  humor,  by  mimicry  through  changes  in  his 
voice,  by  frequent  variations  in  the  speed  of  his  delivery,  and 
by  searching,  almost  haunting,  rhetorical  questions.  His  use 
of  language  is  frequently  vivid  and  striking.  He  likened  the 
1948  Democratic  convention  to  "a  carnival  in  a  morgue  lined 
with  unburied  hopes."  23 

Communications  expert  Harry  MacArthur  regards  Norman 
Thomas  as  a  superb  actor.  "Like  a  veteran  Shakespearean 
player,"  wrote  MacArthur  in  Washington's  Sunday  Star,  "he 
needs  but  to  be  thrown  a  cue  to  reply  with  the  answering 
soliloquy  and  the  rest  of  the  play.  He  has  a  perfect  sense  of 
timing  and  an  accurate  feel  for  dramatic  values.  He  can  let 
an  audience  and  an  opponent  relax,  then  suddenly,  with  a 
verbal  shaft,  skewer  the  opponent  and  jerk  the  audience  to 
attention.  He  can  explode  and  harangue  when  the  necessity 
presents  itself.  His  personality  is  imposing  and  his  wit  is 
quick."24 

Thomas  is  very  stimulated  by  and  reaches  his  greatest 
heights  as  a  speaker  in  debate  situations  or  addresses  to  large 
audiences.  He  excels  as  an  orator  to  great  crowds.  So  ingrained 
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is  the  orator's  role  that  one  British  Labor  Member  of  Parlia- 
ment has,  with  some  justice,  complained  that  Thomas  seems 
to  be  making  a  speech  even  when  in  private  conversation. 

Thomas  is  at  his  best  and  prefers  to  speak  in  extemporaneous 
fashion  from  a  carefully  prepared  outline.  Thus  he  is  enabled 
to  make  quick  adjustments  to  the  mood  of  his  audience.  He 
is  weakest  as  a  radio  speaker,  when  he  has  little  opportunity 
to  give  play  to  his  dramatic  talents  and  his  admitted  tendency 
to  speak  too  fast  is  emphasized.  In  part,  this  acceleration  oc- 
curred because  the  Socialist  party  was  never  able  to  buy  enough 
radio  time  to  enable  Thomas  to  say  all  of  the  things  that  he 
thought  needed  to  be  said.  Therefore,  when  broadcasting,  he 
always  tried  to  say  as  much  as  he  could  in  the  shortest  possible 
time. 

Even  the  great  American  cynic  H.  L.  Mencken,  writing  in 
the  Baltimore  Sun  on  October  18,  1948,  counted  it  "a  rare  and 
exhilarating  pleasure"  to  hear  Norman  Thomas  in  Baltimore 
during  the  1948  campaign.25  Mencken  might  have  been  ex- 
pected to  dismiss  Thomas  as  a  "do  gooder,"  but,  instead,  he 
regarded  him  as  a  "really  intelligent  and  civilized  man."26 
Considering  that  Mencken  was  a  great  authority  on  the  Ameri- 
can language — and  never  a  pundit  who  specialized  in  bolster- 
ing the  egos  of  others — his  reactions  to  Thomas'  speech  are 
worth  quoting  at  length: 

It  was  extempore  throughout,  and  swell  stuff  indeed.  No 
Republican  rhetorician  in  this  campaign,  to  my  knowledge, 
has  ever  delivered  more  effective  cracks  at  the  demagogy  of 
the  Hon.  Mr.  Truman,  and  no  Democrat  has  done  greater 
execution  upon  the  limber  triming  [sic]  of  the  Hon.  Mr. 
Dewey.  Most  of  all,  no  one  of  either  party  has  made  a  greater 
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hash  of  the  dismal  baloney  of  the  Hon.  Mr.  Wallace  and  his 
Communists. 

It  ran  on  for  more  than  an  hour,  but  it  seemed  far  shorter 
than  an  ordinary  political  speech  of  twenty  minutes. 

It  was  full  of  adept  and  memorable  phrases,  some  of  them 
apparently  almost  new.  It  shined  with  wit  and  humor.  The 
speaker  poked  gentle  but  devastating  fun  at  all  the  clowns 
in  the  political  circus,  by  no  means  forgetting  himself.  There 
was  not  a  trace  of  rancor  in  his  speech,  and  not  a  trace  of 
Messianic  bombast.  .  .  . 

His  voice  is  loud,  clear  and  a  trifle  metallic.  He  never 
starts  a  sentence  that  doesn't  stop,  and  he  never  accents  the 
wrong  syllable  in  a  word  or  the  wrong  word  in  a  sentence.27 

There  is  almost  always  a  tone  of  urgency  in  what  Thomas 
says.  Eloquently,  but  with  apparent  ease,  he  communicates 
fiery  indignation  at  some  of  the  less  lovely  features  of  Ameri- 
can life:  the  poverty,  the  materialism,  the  racism,  and  the  gap 
between  our  democratic  ideals  and  practices.  But  his  manner 
and  his  words  always  convey  to  his  audiences  that  they  are 
listening  to  one  who  loves  his  country,  who  treasures  its  best 
traditions,  but  who  is  determined  to  make  it  an  even  better 
place  in  which  to  live.  He  practically  never  fails  to  exhort  his 
audiences  to  the  conquest  of  poverty  and  the  abolition  of  war, 
and  to  provide  them  with  his  plans  for  achieving  these  ends. 
Perhaps  his  greatest  asset  as  a  speaker  is  his  ability  to  moralize 
in  a  fashion  so  persuasive  and  so  impassioned  that  not  for  one 
second  do  his  listeners  doubt  his  sincerity.  Earnestness,  integrity, 
conviction — these  qualities  flow  freely  from  his  words,  and 
sometimes,  unfortunately,  there  are  ministerial  holier-than- 
thou  notes  in  what  he  says.  But  his  marvelous  and  spontaneous 
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sense  of  humor  has  been  an  effective  antidote  to  this  occasional 
indulgence  in  self-righteousness. 

He  is  a  master  of  political  humor.  "His  barbs  are  fired  with 
a  smile,"  observes  a  close  student  of  politics,  "but  they  hit 
their  mark  with  telling  effect."  28  Not  infrequently,  Thomas 
has  lamented  the  fact  that  his  wisecracks  have  been  more 
widely  quoted  than  the  substance  and  meat  of  his  speeches. 
He  likes  to  say,  with  regard  to  his  quest  for  political  office, 
"I  was  catholic  in  my  tastes."  29  His  ever-willingness  to  run 
for  low  as  well  as  high  offices,  if  it  was  thought  that  the  party 
would  thus  be  benefited,  helped  to  endear  him  to  his  political 
followers. 

Decades  of  political  campaigning  for  an  assortment  of  offices, 
ranging  from  alderman  to  the  Presidency,  provided  excellent 
play  for  his  irrepressible  sense  of  humor.  In  1932  he  asked  his 
audiences  not  to  hold  Herbert  Hoover  responsible  for  the 
country's  economic  plight  because  "such  a  little  man  could 
not  have  made  so  big  a  depression."  30  Thomas'  reaction  to 
Wendell  Willkie's  speech  accepting  the  Republican  presidential 
nomination  in  1940  was:  "a  synthesis  of  Guffey's  First  Reader, 
the  Genealogy  of  Indiana,  the  collected  speeches  of  Tom 
Girdler  and  the  New  Republic.  He  agreed  with  Mr.  Roose- 
velt's entire  program  of  social  reform  and  said  it  was  leading 
to  disaster."31  Always  handicapped  and  frustrated  by  the  in- 
ability of  the  Socialist  party  to  buy  enough  radio  time,  Thomas 
reminded  his  listeners  during  a  broadcast  in  the  campaign  of 
1944,  "I  have  minutes  to  discuss  what  Governor  Dewey  and 
President  Roosevelt  will  have  hours  to  evade."32 

Just  before  the  close  of  the  1948  campaign  he  was  presented 
with  a  "diamond"-covered  soapbox  upon  being  initiated  into 
the  Circus,  Saints,  and  Sinners  Club.  "I  think  I  know  why  you 
gave  me  this,"  he  said.  "I'm  the  only  man  in  America  who 
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can  stand  on  a  platform.  In  fact,  I'm  the  only  one  with  one 
to  stand  on."33  He  described  Truman  as  asking  his  speech 
writers,  "What's  it  going  to  be  tonight?"  Candidate  Dewey, 
Thomas  continued,  is  "clad  each  day  in  a  pair  of  platitudes." 
"Harry  Truman,"  he  declared  during  the  course  of  the  same 
campaign,  "proves  the  old  adage  that  any  man  can  become 
President  of  the  United  States."34 

In  1929  Ramsay  MacDonald,  then  Socialist  Prime  Minister 
of  Great  Britain,  visited  the  United  States.  When  introducing 
him  to  a  New  York  audience,  Mayor  James  Walker  flubbed 
and  said,  "Now  I  present  to  you  the  Prime  Minister  of  the 
United  States."  Quick  as  lightning  and  loud  enough  to  be 
heard  over  the  public-address  system,  Norman  Thomas,  who 
was  in  the  audience,  shouted  out,  "I  heartily  second  this  propo- 
sition." 35  Thomas'  verbal  quickness  was  also  well  demonstrated 
during  one  of  his  numerous  radio  debates  on  foreign  policy. 
The  moderator  introduced  him  and  added  that  Mr.  Thomas 
had  just  received  word  of  the  birth  of  his  thirteenth  grand- 
child. Thomas  instantly  capitalized  upon  the  announcement 
and  began  his  speech  by  saying,  "In  other  words,  thirteen  specific 
reasons  for  avoiding  another  war."36 

The  most  fascinating  part  of  a  typical  Norman  Thomas  meet- 
ing is  usually  the  question  period.  Invariably,  he  provokes  a 
large  number  of  questions,  to  which  he  ordinarily  gives  de- 
tailed and  lengthy  answers;  occasionally,  these  replies  are  too 
long.  A  storehouse  of  information,  he  is  habitually  ready,  per- 
haps too  much  so,  to  venture  an  opinion  on  any  aspect  of  man 
or  the  universe.  It  seems  to  be  psychologically  impossible  for 
him  to  indicate  that  he  has  no  position  with  regard  to  a  ques- 
tion. Very  occasionally  he  will  say  that  a  question  is  out  of 
his  area  of  competence,  but  then  he  will  very  often  go  on  to 
say  that  he  has  a  friend  who  is  an  expert  on  the  matter  at 
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hand  and  will  proceed  to  elaborate  his  friend's  position  as 
if  it  were  his  own.  Usually,  Thomas  can  suffer  fools,  if  not 
gladly,  at  least  politely;  but,  on  occasion,  he  will  give  a  rather 
angry  response  to  a  stupid  question  and  mar  somewhat  the 
effectiveness  of  his  main  speech. 

Thomas  is  not  unaware  of  his  remarkable  abilities  as  a 
speaker.  After  a  debate  on  socialism  with  a  former  New  York 
Congressman,  he  remarked  to  a  young  Socialist  that  he  could 
have  presented  the  other  side  much  more  effectively  than  did 
his  opponent.  Despite  his  great  confidence  in  his  own  oratory, 
Thomas  makes  a  very  realistic  assessment  in  his  Mr.  Chairman, 

Ladies,  and  Gentlemen a  book  of  reflections  about  public 

speaking of  his  impact  as  a  speaker  upon  the  world  of 

politics:  "It  is  obvious  that  all  this  speaking  which  I  have 
done  failed  to  achieve  my  principal  object:  the  building  of 
a  strong  democratic  socialist  movement.  ...  I  do  not  under- 
estimate the  importance  of  effective  public  speech  when  I  say 
that,  given  the  circumstances,  I  could  have  made  better  speeches 
and  still  have  failed,  while  under  different  circumstances  I 
might  have  made  worse  speeches  and  succeeded."37 

Pied  Piper  to  Young  Idealists 

Nevertheless,  to  hear  Norman  Thomas,  even  if  one  does  not 
share  his  political  values,  is  to  be  captivated  by  his  idealism, 
energy,  and  wit — a  fact  which  is  all  the  more  true  if  the  lis- 
tener happens  to  be  of  college  age,  intelligent,  and  possessed  of 
social  consciousness  to  some  degree.  James  Wechsler,  now  editor 
of  the  New  Yor\  Post,  reports  that  "he  fell  politically  in  love" 
as  a  consequence  of  interviewing  Thomas  for  the  Columbia 
University  Spectator.  Wechsler  wrote  to  a  friend,  "He's  the 
most  impressive  gentleman  I've  ever  encountered."38  Free- 
lance writer  Milton  Mayer  also  recalls  his  enormous  youthful 
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admiration  for  Norman  Thomas:  "I  like  Norman  Thomas 
greatly,  admire  and  respect  and  honor  him;  but  once,  when  I 
was  young  and  idolized  nobody  else,  I  idolized  him."39 

The  basis  of  Thomas'  appeal  to  alert  young  people  is  well 
explained  by  journalist  Murray  Kempton,  who,  as  a  college 
student,  was  a  member  of  the  Young  People's  Socialist  League 
during  the  1930's.  Mr.  Kempton  writes,  in  his  Part  of  Our 
Time,  that  Thomas  "conveyed  .  .  .  [the]  feeling  that  there 
is  something  glorious  about  being  forever  engaged.  He  seemed 
always  just  back  from  the  side  of  the  sharecroppers  or  being 
egged  by  the  friends  of  Frank  Hague.  In  that  guise,  he  repre- 
sented the  only  available  piece  of  that  buried  tradition  of  the 
American  radical  about  which  Dos  Passos  wrote.  The  old 
libertarian  dream  of  spending  one's  life  in  lonely  combat  against 
every  form  of  enslavement,  to  the  extent  that  it  was  not  a 
Communist  confusion,  appeared  to  us  to  have  no  vessel  but 
Norman  Thomas."40 

Young  people  have  found  Norman  Thomas  enormously  ap- 
pealing, not  only  because  he  seems  to  symbolize  idealism  and 
unselfish  devotion  to  human  betterment,  but  also  because  he 
has  the  capacity  for  talking  to  intelligent  young  men  and  women 
as  if  they  were  his  peers.  It  may  be  that  Thomas  has  put  too 
much  store  in  the  opinions  and  sentiments  of  the  young. 
Kempton  reports  that  a  person  who  once  belonged  to  the  Young 
People's  Socialist  League,  and  who  later  became  a  leader  of 
the  International  Ladies'  Garment  Workers  Union,  has  said 
"that,  when  he  was  eighteen  ...  he  was  flattered  to  have 
Thomas  take  his  advice  so  seriously,  but  that,  when  he  was 
twenty-one,  he  was  simply  appalled."41 

To  conclude,  however,  that  Thomas  makes  a  practice  of 
flattering  youth  and  thereby  wins  their  adulation  would  be 
inaccurate.  He  does  not  hesitate  to  admonish  his  youthful 
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audiences  for  what  he  believes  to  be  their  shortcomings.  He 
demands  that  they  face  up  to  their  responsibilities  in  a  troubled 
world.  When  he  addressed  an  overflowing  meeting  at  a  large 
mid  western  university  in  April,  1959,  a  student  complained 
during  the  question  period  that  Thomas  had  criticized  "this 
generation  for  its  fatalism,  its  silence  ...  for  its  failure  to 
organize  in  opposition  to  the  foibles  of  our  government."  The 
young  man  argued  that  it  was  not  "the  fault  of  his  generation" 
but  rather,  he  implied,  the  fault  of  the  kind  of  world  youth 
had  inherited.42 

At  such  sentiments  Thomas  becomes  greatly  aroused.  He 
replied : 

None  of  us  is  wholly  responsible  for  anything.  We've  all  got 
parents,  and  now  it's  a  fashion  to  hold  that  parents  are 
responsible  for  most  that  we  do  wrong.  I've  rewritten  the 
parable  of  the  prodigal  son:  When  the  young  man  comes 
home  to  his  father  and  says,  "I've  sinned  against  heaven 
and  in  thy  sight;  I'm  no  more  worthwhile  to  be  called  thy 
son,"  he  adds,  "But,  after  all,  it  was  all  mother's  fault;  I'm 
the  victim  of  momism."  [laughter]  I'll  agree  that  his  mother 
may  have  done  wrong.  .  .  .  She  didn't  have  the  right  text- 
books and  all  the  rest  of  it.  And  I'll  agree  that  my  generation, 
and  my  sons',  and  all  the  generations  have  made  lots  of  mis- 
takes. But  I  get  awfully  tired  of  hearing  this  kind  of  apology 
so  that  in  the  last  analysis  it's  the  people  I'm  talking  to  .  .  . 
who  have  never  made  mistakes.  It  has  been,  in  the  past,  youth 
who  have  done  things,  even  when  their  elders  have  made 
mistakes. 

Thomas  was  in  no  mood  to  let  his  youthful  audience  off  the 
hook.  He  went  on  to  tell  the  story,  one  of  his  favorites,  about 
the  religious  mother  who  had  a  boy  who  liked  to  fight: 
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She  used  to  tell  him,  "Jimmy,  when  you  think  of  fighting, 
remember  that  it's  the  Devil  that's  telling  you  to  fight."  He 
said,  "Yes,  mother."  So  she  went  downtown — and  when  she 
came  back  she  pulled  Jimmy  off  the  neighbor,  Johnny.  And 
she  said,  "Jimmy,  Jimmy,  didn't  I  tell  you  that  when  you 
felt  like  fighting  it  was  the  Devil,  and  you  should  say,  'Get 
thee  behind  me,  Satan'"?  And  he  said,  "Yes,  mother,  it's 
true  the  Devil  told  me  to  hit  him,  but  I  thought  of  kicking 
him  all  by  myself."  43 

Again,  there  was  laughter,  but  Thomas'  listeners  got  the  point  : 
All  of  us,  young  and  old,  must  be  held  accountable  for  the 
tragic  condition  of  mankind. 

His  ability  to  fire  the  enthusiasm  of  youth,  even  as  he  chided 
them,  has  been  so  great  that  innumerable  young  people  joined 
the  Socialist  party  or  came  to  identify  themselves  as  socialists 
largely  as  a  consequence  of  having  heard  or  met  Norman 
Thomas.  Ironically,  he  was  much  more  successful  at  carrying 
the  socialist  message  to  other  people's  children  than  to  his  own. 
It  is  true  that  of  the  young  people  who  came  to  the  Socialist 
party  during  the  1930's,  its  most  recent  period  of  vigor,  only 
a  tiny  minority  have  remained;  yet  the  influence  of  Norman 
Thomas  and  their  Socialist  experience  has  in  countless  cases 
had  a  lasting  effect. 

The  measure  of  a  leader  is  not  merely  his  direct  impact  upon 
the  events  of  his  time;  he  has  to  be  judged  as  well  by  the  in- 
fluence that  he  may  have  had  on  others  who  also  come  to  play 
roles  of  leadership.  In  surprisingly  large  numbers,  those  per- 
sons who  came  under  the  spell  of  Norman  Thomas  in  their 
youth  have  played  important  leadership  roles  in  contemporary 
American  society.  They  are  to  be  found  chiefly  in  the  labor 
movement  and  in  the  liberal  wing  of  the  Democratic  party. 
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The  most  dramatic  example  of  the  power  that  Norman 
Thomas'  political  offspring  wield  is  provided  by  the  United 
Automobile  Workers.  Virtually  every  member  of  the  high 
command  of  this  outstandingly  vigorous,  progressive,  and 
powerful  labor  organization,  including  the  three  Reuther  broth- 
ers, once  belonged  to  the  Socialist  party.  As  relatively  young 
men,  they  met  and  came  under  the  influence  of  Norman 
Thomas,  and  established  close  relationships  with  him.  With 
varying  degrees  of  enthusiasm,  the  UAW  leaders  have  attached 
themselves  to  the  Democratic  party.  They  are  now  ardent 
liberals  rather  than  Socialists.  Generally,  it  follows  that  dis- 
enchantment with  a  cause  means  disillusionment  with  its 
leader,  but  not  so  in  the  case  of  the  UAW  chieftains  and  their 
attitudes  toward  Thomas.  Almost  to  a  man,  they  regard  him 
with  affectionate  admiration  and  tremendous  respect.  Walter 
Reuther,  Victor  Reuther,  and  Emil  Mazey  have  loaned  their 
names  in  recent  years  to  celebrations  in  Thomas'  honor. 

For  years,  even  though  he  repeatedly  came  to  Detroit, 
Thomas  avoided  visiting  Solidarity  House — the  UAW's  pala- 
tial headquarters.  He  was  anxious  not  to  cause  any  embarrass- 
ment to  his  former  followers,  whom  he  knew  to  be  less  than 
eager  to  have  attention  called  to  their  Socialist  pasts.  Perhaps 
he  was  hurt  that  years  went  by  and  he  was  never  officially 
invited.  Yet  publicly  and  privately,  he  always  said  that  he  re- 
garded Walter  Reuther  as  the  leader  of  labor  to  whom  the 
United  States  could  look  with  the  most  hope.  During  approxi- 
mately the  first  decade  of  his  presidency  of  the  UAW,  1947-57, 
Walter  Reuther  seemed  to  avoid  any  public  association  with 
Norman  Thomas,  not  because  of  any  personal  antipathy  but 
apparently  because  he  thought  such  association  would  be  tacti- 
cally unwise.  Doubtless  Thomas  had  the  UAW  leadership  in 
mind  when  reminiscing  about  his  experiences   as   a   public 
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speaker:  "There  was  a  time  that  I  was  in  much  demand  by 
labor  groups.  .  .  .  However,  as  the  labor  movement  grew 
stronger  and  more  deeply  indebted  to  the  New  Deal  it  seemed 
to  most  o£  its  leaders,  including  some  ex-Socialists  once  in- 
clined to  deplore  my  relative  conservatism,  rather  inexpedient 
to  invite  so  prominent  a  Socialist  as  Norman  Thomas."44 

By  the  time  Thomas  was  in  his  seventy-sixth  year,  public 
communication  between  him  and  the  UAW  was  re-established. 
Perhaps  the  leadership  had  a  change  of  heart;  perhaps  they 
felt  more  secure  in  their  positions  of  power;  or  perhaps  they 
never  deliberately  intended  to  remain  aloof  from  their  former 
leader.  Whatever  the  explanation,  in  February  of  i960  Thomas 
was  invited  to  appear  on  the  UAW's  television  program,  "Tele- 
scope." Also,  what  was  to  be  a  small  luncheon  with  a  few 
UAW  staff  members  was  arranged,  but  when  the  word  got 
around  that  Thomas  was  to  be  at  Solidarity  House,  requests 
to  attend  began  pouring  in.  Many  people  were  turned  away, 
but  some  eighty  guests  from  in  and  around  the  Detroit  labor 
movement  did  have  lunch  with  the  veteran  Socialist.  It  was  a 
sentimental,  nostalgic  occasion;  the  atmosphere  was  permeated 
by  warmth  and  good  feeling.  These  very  practical  labor  leaders 
were  intent  upon  paying  homage  to  the  grand  old  man  who 
had  never  ceased  to  fight  for  the  causes  of  their  youth — causes 
from  which  they  had  somehow  never  managed  to  disassociate 
themselves  totally.  They  delighted  in  being  in  the  presence  of 
this  witty,  urbane  man  who  had  had  such  an  enormous  impact 
on  their  formative  years.  Perhaps  they  were  in  a  mood  of 
self-congratulation  because  the  idol  of  their  youth  had  proved 
worthy  of  their  youthful  allegiance  and  admiration. 

Thomas  thoroughly  enjoyed  the  reunion  and  was  apparently 
in  fine  public-speaking  form.  As  one  labor  educator  recalls, 
"He  poked  fun  at  some  of  labor's  shibboleths,  gleefully  pointed 


ioo  Norman  Thomas,  Respectable  Rebel 

out  the  antics  of  some  of  'labor's  friends,'  made  jocular  refer- 
ences to  the  Union's  professions  for  peace  on  the  one  hand 
and  to  its  plea  for  more  defense  work  on  the  other — and  so  on 
and  so  on.  The  audience  loved  it.  He  received  a  standing 
ovation."  45  He  was  probably  the  only  man  in  the  country  who 
could  have  talked  to  these  unionists  in  so  critical  a  vein  with- 
out rousing  their  rancor.  It  seems  that  they  felt  he  had  almost 
a  parental  right  to  scold  them. 

In  the  Circle  of  His  Family 

While  Thomas  was  trying  to  remake  the  world,  he  was  also 
a  husband  and  a  father.  As  their  offspring  and  friends  have 
testified,  his  marriage  to  Frances  Violet  Stewart  proved  to  be 
a  remarkably  happy  and  satisfying  one.  A  daughter-in-law  has 
described  it  as  "the  most  wonderful  marriage  I  ever  saw  in 
my  life."46 

There  is  no  doubt  in  Norman  Thomas'  mind  that  his  be- 
loved Violet  shared  his  basic  beliefs  and  generally  saw  eye  to 
eye  with  him  on  the  day-to-day  issues  that  arose  in  a  rapidly 
changing  world.  Yet  one  of  their  children  insists  that  "she  was 
by  no  means  a  socialist."  47  Socialist  or  not,  she  loved  her  hus- 
band deeply,  was  enormously  loyal  to  him,  and  cheerfully  ad- 
justed her  life  to  his  incredibly  demanding  schedule,  which 
so  often  took  him  away  from  her  and  their  children.  Thomas 
was  always  keenly  aware  that  many  other  public  men  were 
not  so  blessed.  During  the  years  of  their  marriage  and  since 
the  death  of  Violet  in  1947,  he  repeatedly  acknowledged  his 
"debt"  to  her  "for  extraordinary  happiness  in  difficult  years 
and  for  strength  to  carry  on.  Whatever  happens  in  these  times 
of  trouble,  I  am  convinced  that  there  is  no  substitute  for  the 
kind  of  family  life  that  she  made  possible  for  me  and  for  our 
children."48  Perhaps  it  was  his  love  for  his  wife,  which  ex- 
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tended  to  her  aristocratic  relatives,  that  accounts  in  part  for 
the  fact  that  Thomas  has  never  advocated  class  warfare.  Thomas 
has  spoken  of  his  marriage  as  "perhaps  the  only  real  success 
of  my  life."49 

Norman  and  Violet  reared  a  large  family.  After  Norman, 
Jr.  (b.  191 1 ),  who  died  in  childhood,  came  William  (b.  1912), 
Polly  (b.  1914),  Frances  (b.  1915),  Becky  (b.  1918),  and  Evan 
(b.  1920).  There  are  fifteen  grandchildren.  The  Thomas  off- 
spring are  conventional  people  who  lead  conventionally  suc- 
cessful lives.  William  holds  an  executive  position  with  the 
American  Red  Cross.  Evan,  a  successful  editor,  was  recently 
made  a  vice  president  of  Harper  and  Brothers.  Both  sons  at- 
tended Princeton.  Polly  is  married  to  a  physician,  Frances  to 
a  banker,  and  Becky  to  a  personnel  officer  for  a  large  firm. 

Early  in  his  career  as  social  reformer  Thomas  pledged  him- 
self to  exert  no  pressure  upon  his  children  to  embrace  his 
socialism  or  any  of  his  other  causes.  In  retrospect,  he  wonders 
"if  he  leaned  too  far  backwards."  50  Of  his  five  children  per- 
haps only  one  can  be  accurately  called  a  socialist.  Yet  they  are 
all  interested  participants  in  the  affairs  of  their  own  communi- 
ties, a  fact  which  pleases  their  father  greatly. 

All  of  Norman  Thomas'  children  have  warm  and  satisfying 
relationships  with  him.  If  they  no  longer  entirely  share  his 
politics,  they  continue  to  love  and  respect  him  and  regard  him 
as  a  great  man.  Considering  the  amount  of  time  he  was  away 
from  home,  his  relationship  with  his  children  is  uncommonly 
good.  His  children  feel  that  his  repeated  and  long  absences 
were  somewhat  compensated  for  by  the  fact  that  he  had  the 
capacity  for  being  all  father  when  he  was  with  them.  Another 
compensation  was  that  their  uncle  Evan  Thomas,  whom  all  of 
the  Thomas  children  came  to  adore,  lived  with  them  during 
most  of  the  years  of  their  childhood,  and  perhaps  in  some  ways 
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this  warm,  unforgettable  human  being  was  a  father  figure. 

The  children  of  busy  public  figures  frequently  do  not  fare 
well  in  the  psychological  sense,  but  Norman  and  Violet  devel- 
oped for  their  children  a  healthy  and  harmonious  family  life. 
As  Mr.  Thomas  is  the  first  to  admit,  the  credit  for  this  achieve- 
ment must  go  to  his  late  wife.  All  who  knew  her,  including 
her  in-laws,  maintain  that  she  was  a  remarkable  wife  and 
mother,  a  person  capable  of  great  loyalty  and  devotion. 

In  family  and  in  other  nonpolitical  matters,  Thomas  is  no 
radical.  According  to  the  tradition  of  his  forefathers,  he  be- 
lieves in  and  lives  by  a  rather  strict  code  of  individual  morality. 
Perhaps  he  understands  human  failing  better  than  his  own 
parents  did,  but  he  is  still  rather  intolerant  of  it.  If  any  of  his 
children  did  not  receive  top  grades  in  all  academic  endeavors, 
he  was  inclined  to  consider  it  a  matter  of  moral  dereliction. 
During  an  interview  with  a  New  YorJ^  Herald  Tribune  re- 
porter on  the  occasion  of  his  seventy-fifth  birthday,  he  an- 
nounced proudly,  "There's  not  one  divorce  among  my  five 
children  and  that  ought  to  set  some  sort  of  record."  51 

Thomas  is  as  conventional  in  his  reactions  to  art  as  he  is 
about  family  relationships.  "I  must  confess  that  I  am  a  great 
conservative  in  art  and  music,"  he  has  remarked,  "and  in  the 
presence  of  modern  art  I  am  speechless.  ...  I  get  all  my 
modern  art  from  the  drawings  of  my  grandchildren."  52 

One  of  the  major  leaders  of  the  UAW,  who  deeply  admires 
Thomas,  perceptively  evaluates  him  as  a  "moralist-idealist,"  53 
and  he  has  been  this  both  at  home  and  in  the  arena  of  public 
affairs.  Thomas  is  an  outstanding  example  of  the  moral  man 
in  the  immoral  society:  the  incorruptible  Puritan  of  American 
politics.  His  selfless  devotion  to  the  public  weal  for  a  half- 
century  has  few  parallels  in  United  States  history.  Either  in 
the  ministry  or  in  major-party  politics  his  combination  of 
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phenomenal  energy  and  ability  would  have  assuredly  brought 
to  him  more  of  the  conventional  symbols  of  success.  He  did 
not  deliberately  set  out  to  make  his  life  almost  a  constant  cru- 
sade against  injustice.  He  never  expected  to  become  a  Social- 
ist. In  all  probability  he  would  not  have  become  a  political 
radical  had  he  not  gone,  after  his  graduation  from  Princeton, 
to  New  York  and  been  exposed  to  religious  modernism  at  the 
Union  Theological  Seminary  and  to  desperate  urban  poverty. 
Even  though  he  demitted  the  ministry  in  1931,  over  the  pro- 
tests of  the  New  York  presbyters,  the  Christian  minister  fight- 
ing against  evil  symbolizes  best  his  decades  of  championing 
unpopular  causes.  He  felt  compelled  to  propagate  his  socialism 
much  as  his  ancestors  had  been  moved  to  bring  the  Word 
of  God  to  their  parishioners. 


Chapter  TV 


The  Roots  of  Factionalism 


Among  the  many  situations  that  confronted  Norman  Thomas 
in  his  role  as  a  leader  of  the  Socialist  party,  recurring  factional- 
ism, which  resulted  in  schism  after  schism,  was  the  most  basic. 
Factionalism  is  inherent  in  all  politics,  but  within  major 
American  political  groups  it  has  generally  not  been  so  intense, 
constant,  or  destructive  a  phenomenon.  Had  Norman  Thomas 
been  able  to  cope  successfully  with  the  situation  of  factionalism, 
the  whole  history  of  American  socialism  during  the  last  three 
decades  might  have  been  significantly  different.  Possibly,  by 
some  miracle,  the  period  would  have  been  characterized  by 
growth  rather  than  by  unprecedented  Socialist  decline. 

Factionalism  was  at  its  height  within  the  party  between 
1930  and  1940.  At  the  beginning  of  that  decade  there  was  still 
some  remote  hope  that  the  Socialist  party  would  develop  into 
a  powerful  force  in  American  political  life;  by  the  end  of  it 
all  such  hope  had  been  abandoned  by  realistic  men.  It  was  dur- 
ing that  period  that  Norman  Thomas  faced  his  most  signifi- 
cant tests  as  a  party  leader. 

Socialist  factionalism  of  the  1930's  cannot  be  understood 
apart  from  other  larger,  more  or  less  external  situations  that 
were  dynamically  affecting  the  leadership  role  of  Norman 
Thomas  and  the  history  of  the  Socialist  party.  It  was  condi- 
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tioned  by  a  complex  of  forces  rising  fundamentally  from 
fascism,  communism,  the  New  Deal,  the  upsurgence  of  labor, 
and  the  outbreak  of  World  War  II. 

Factions  Emerge 

Rumblings  of  factionalism  in  the  Socialist  party  were  to  be 
heard  even  before  the  opening  of  the  1930's.  In  December  of 
1928,  just  after  the  close  of  the  presidential  campaign,  a  series 
of  meetings  was  held  under  the  informal  sponsorship  of  the 
League  for  Industrial  Democracy  to  discuss  the  possibility  of 
founding  a  third  party.  Norman  Thomas  played  a  leading  role 
in  these  discussions.  Other  party  members  who  became  in- 
volved were  Edward  Levinson,  Paul  Blanshard,  McAlister 
Coleman,  Reinhold  Niebuhr,  and  Paul  Porter.  Also  represented 
were  prominent  American  liberals  John  Dewey,  Oswald  Gar- 
rison Villard,  Morris  L.  Ernst,  Paul  H.  Douglas  and  W.  E.  B. 
DuBois.  Thomas  had  apparently  not  been  completely  disillu- 
sioned by  the  1924  Progressive  honeymoon  and  still  thought 
in  terms  of  a  Socialist-liberal  political  alliance. 

Out  of  these  deliberations  came  the  founding  of  the  League 
for  Independent  Political  Action.  John  Dewey  was  named 
chairman  of  the  new  organization.  Its  first  important  political 
venture  was  to  give  active  support  to  Norman  Thomas  in  the 
New  York  mayoralty  race  of  1929.  He  received  175,000  votes, 
which  was  a  good  showing  by  Socialist  standards.  Neverthe- 
less, many  of  the  more  influential  members  of  the  party  in 
New  York,  whose  thinking  was  strongly  influenced  by  Morris 
Hillquit,  were  deeply  suspicious  of  the  League  for  Independent 
Political  Action.  To  them  it  symbolized  a  watering  down  of 
socialism,  and  they  resented  Thomas'  affiliation  with  it.  This 
group  of  New  York  Socialists,  soon  to  be  known  as  the  old 
guard,  was  made  up  for  the  most  part  of  Jews  who  were 
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European-born  and  self-educated.  They  were  closely  tied  to 
needle-trade  unions  and  the  Jewish  Daily  Forward.  For  long 
years  this  newspaper  has  been  the  most  important  Yiddish- 
language  daily  in  the  country.  It  was  a  key  instrument  of 
Socialist  education  in  the  early  part  of  this  century.  Through 
generous  financial  aid,  the  Forward  and  various  old-guard 
organizations  enabled  the  party  to  survive  during  the  1920's. 
To  a  great  extent  during  these  years  the  New  York  party  was 
the  Socialist  party. 

The  old  guard,  which  was  Marxian  in  its  avowed  philoso- 
phy but  not  radically  inclined  when  it  came  to  action,  feared 
that  the  activities  of  the  League  for  Independent  Political 
Action  would  mean  the  corruption  and  dilution  of  "their" 
Socialist  party.  They  were  panicked  by  the  fear  that  some  of 
Thomas'  associates  wanted  to  abandon  the  name  of  the  Social- 
ist party.  When  John  Dewey  asked  Senator  George  W.  Norris 
to  co-operate  with  the  League  for  Independent  Political  Ac- 
tion, the  New  York  Socialist  party  was  quick  to  pass  a  resolu- 
tion reaffirming  the  notion  that  it  was  "the  party  of  the  working 
class"  and  that  it  wanted  no  connection  with  individuals  who 
disagreed  with  the  capitalist  parties  only  in  little  ways.1 

The  group  that  gathered  around  Thomas  in  the  party — some- 
times called  the  progressives — was  much  less  inclined  than  the 
old  guard  to  worship  at  the  shrine  of  Marx.  The  progressives 
were  inclined  to  be  pragmatic  in  their  political  thinking.  They 
thought  that  the  Socialist  traditionalism  of  the  old  guard  was 
hamstringing  the  development  of  a  vigorous  Socialist  party. 
For  the  most  part,  the  progressives  were  American-born,  middle- 
class,  and  university-educated.  A  number  of  them  were  pacifist 
ministers.  They  had  had  intimate  association  with  Thomas  via 
the  League  for  Industrial  Democracy  and  the  World  Tomor- 
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row.  As  appears  to  be  characteristic  of  liberals,  however,  the 
progressives  were  not  a  cohesive  group. 

Another  group,  to  be  known  as  the  militants,  emerged.  It 
was  probably  smaller  than  the  progressives  but  significantly 
more  vocal.  It  was  essentially  composed  of  young  people  who 
were  embittered  and  disillusioned  by  the  depression.  Their 
ilk  was  coming  in  large  numbers  to  all  of  the  radical  parties 
during  this  period.  As  one  might  expect,  they  were  demanding 
action.  The  militants  were  contemptuous  of  both  the  old 
guard  and  the  progressives.  They  viewed  themselves  as  radical 
Marxists  who  opposed  gradualism  and  reformism.  Thus  they 
automatically  found  themselves  apart  from  the  essentially  non- 
Marxist  progressives.  In  the  years  to  come,  however,  they 
worked  jointly  with  the  progressives  in  opposition  to  the  old 
guard.  They  viewed  the  Marxism  of  the  old  guard  as  a 
facade.  To  the  militants,  who  were  enamored  of  the  Russian 
experiment,  it  was  inconceivable  for  the  old  guard  to  pledge 
allegiance  to  Marxism  and  at  the  same  time  to  be  highly  critical 
of  Soviet  Russia.  Among  the  more  important  leaders  of  the 
militants  were  Maynard  Kreuger,  Franz  Daniel,  Theodore 
Shapiro,  and  Andrew  J.  Biemiller. 

The  lines  that  separated  these  Socialist  factions  were,  of 
course,  not  always  clearly  drawn.  Large  numbers  of  party 
members  remained  essentially  aloof  from  what  was  eventually 
to  develop  into  fratricidal  warfare.  Nevertheless,  intense  fac- 
tionalism was  prevalent  within  the  Socialist  party  during  the 
1930's. 

A  number  of  factors  appear  to  have  caused  this  disunity.  In 
the  first  place,  it  was  an  aspect  of  the  revitalization  that  the 
Socialist  party  was  experiencing  in  the  years  of  the  Great 
Depression.  Socialists  had  seen  the  first  part  of  their  economic 
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prophecy  come  true.  They  had  rather  consistently  rejected  the 
idea  that  the  American  economy  was  fundamentally  sound, 
which  was  a  widely  held  notion  during  the  1920's.  They  pre- 
dicted that  the  boom  would  be  followed  by  bust;  and  it  was. 
Now  they  awaited  the  fulfillment  of  their  prophecy's  second 
part:  the  collapse  of  capitalism  and  the  establishment  of  a 
socialist  society.  If  capitalism  was  breathing  its  last  breath, 
then  it  followed  that  it  was  of  crucial  importance  to  arrive  at 
the  correct  tactics  for  ushering  in  a  socialist  order.  With  the 
millennium  presumably  so  near  at  hand,  it  was  of  critical 
importance  to  arrive  at  the  correct  socialist  theory  and  action. 
One  could  not  risk  letting  the  dream  slip  away,  and  each  group 
within  the  party  was  convinced  that  only  it  knew  the  sure  road 
to  the  Utopia. 

Secondly,  the  ensuing  years  of  party  history  were  to  precipitate 
conflict  between  generations.  To  a  certain  extent  it  was  to  be 
the  younger  people  in  the  party  against  the  older  people.  The 
old  guard  represented  the  conservatism  of  age;  the  militants 
and  progressives,  the  radicalism  of  youth.  Similarly,  it  was  to 
be  a  struggle  between  those  who  had  long  held  control  of 
party  machinery  and  policy,  and  newcomers  who  were  anxious 
to  break  what  they  viewed  as  a  power  monopoly.  Moreover, 
since  the  Socialist  party  had  lost  rather  than  gained  members 
during  the  1920's,  there  was  no  sizeable  in-between  age  group 
to  temper  the  behavior  of  the  disputants. 

Thirdly,  the  factionalism  of  the  1930's  was  to  a  degree  a 
manifestation  of  sectionalism.  Almost  from  the  founding  of 
the  Socialist  party,  members  in  the  country  at  large  were  sus- 
picious of  their  New  York  comrades.  The  New  York  branch 
of  the  organization  was  always  very  powerful  in  terms  of 
numbers  and  influence,  and  westerners  and  middle  westerners 
were  fearful  that  the  New  Yorkers  were  attempting  to  dominate 


The  Roots  of  Factionalism  109 

the  party.  Also,  it  was  charged  over  and  over  again  that  the 
New  Yorkers  were  intellectually  arrogant,  that  they  had  a 
know-it-all  attitude,  that  they  were  condescending  in  their  re- 
lationships with  members  from  other  parts  of  the  country. 
Conflict  on  this  level  was  partly  an  aspect  of  tension  between 
native  and  foreign-born  members  of  the  party.  It  was  also 
symptomatic  of  the  distrust  with  which  people  from  smaller 
communities  frequently  view  the  residents  of  the  giant  metrop- 
olis. With  consciousness  of  these  geographical  divisions,  Social- 
ist-party headquarters  have  been  variously  located  in  Spring- 
field, Massachusetts,  St.  Louis,  Missouri,  New  York,  New 
York,  and  Chicago,  Illinois. 

Finally,  it  should  be  kept  in  mind  that  this  was  the  period 
during  which  Norman  Thomas  was  trying  to  secure  his 
leadership  position.  He  was  trying  to  become  the  leader  of  the 
Socialist  party  in  fact  as  well  as  in  name.  There  is  some  reason 
to  believe  that  Thomas  feared  that  Hillquit  wanted  to  relegate 
him  to  the  position  of  a  figurehead,  which  some  maintained 
had  been  the  role  of  Debs.  Another  factor  contributing  to 
Thomas'  changed  attitude  toward  Hillquit  was  that  in  1931 
Hillquit,  acting  in  the  courts  as  attorney  in  behalf  of  the  former 
owner  of  certain  Russian  oil  interests,  appeared  to  question  the 
sacred  socialist  principle  of  public  ownership  of  natural  re- 
sources— or  so  it  seemed  to  Thomas  and  numbers  of  other 
Socialists  at  the  time.  Thomas,  however,  never  denied  Hill- 
quit's  great  abilities  or  his  enormous  contributions  to  the  de- 
velopment of  American  socialism. 

1932:  Convention  and  Campaign 

Factionalism  tangibly  got  under  way  at  the  Milwaukee, 
Wisconsin,  National  Convention  of  the  Socialist  party  in  1932, 
during  which  Norman  Thomas  was  nominated  for  the  second 
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time  as  the  presidential  candidate.  At  this  convention  a  progres- 
sive-militant alliance  was  achieved  in  an  attempt  to  depose 
Morris  Hillquit  as  national  chairman  of  the  party.  The  aim 
was  to  replace  Hillquit  with  Mayor  Daniel  W.  Hoan  of  Mil- 
waukee. It  was  a  strange  union  in  that  the  militants  did  not 
dislike  the  progressives  less  but  disliked  the  old  guard  more. 

The  maneuver  was  unsuccessful;  Hillquit  was  re-elected  by 
a  convention  vote  of  105  to  85  and  a  membership  vote  of  7,526 
to  6,984.  Hillquit,  who  was  an  adroit  public  speaker,  had  made 
a  speech  loaded  with  sarcastic  allusions  to  the  youthfulness  and 
inexperience  of  his  opponents,  and  by  his  closing  remarks  he 
clinched  his  election:  "I  apologize  for  being  born  abroad,  for 
being  a  Jew,  and  for  living  in  New  York."2  These  indirect 
accusations  of  prejudice,  however,  were  less  than  just.  The 
attempt  to  unseat  Hillquit  was  apparently  part  of  Thomas' 
strategy  to  Americanize  the  Socialist  party,  but  it  was  in  no  way 
an  antiforeign  campaign.  Undoubtedly,  Thomas  believed  that 
the  American-born  Hoan,  the  mayor  of  a  large  American  city, 
would  be  a  more  appealing  figure  and  a  more  suitable  chair- 
man than  Hillquit.  This  was  probably  true,  but  in  terms  of 
the  internal  politics  of  the  Socialist  party  it  proved  to  be  a  very 
unwise  position  to  take.  To  oppose  Hillquit,  who,  since  Ber- 
ger's  death,  was  indisputably  the  grand  old  man  of  the  party, 
the  most  distinguished  living  founding  father,  was  a  large 
and  perilous  undertaking. 

Charges,  mostly  by  innuendo,  that  Thomas  and  his  followers 
were  anti-Semitic  had  no  basis  in  fact,  but  in  later  years  even 
Thomas  was  to  admit  that  one  speech  delivered  by  an  unim- 
portant backer  of  Hoan  could  have  been  so  interpreted.  More 
significantly,  many  of  Thomas'  most  ardent  supporters  were 
Jews — including  Charney  Vladeck,  an  important  official  of  the 
Jewish  Daily  Forward — and   they   emphatically   denied   the 
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charges  of  anti-Semitism.  Nevertheless,  in  human  affairs  what 
is  believed  to  be  true  is  often  as  important  as  what  is  true. 
The  number  of  people  who  actually  believed  these  unsub- 
stantiated charges  is  difficult  to  estimate,  but  without  a  doubt 
the  whole  attempt  to  unseat  Hillquit  inflicted  deep  wounds 
that  were  to  fester  for  years  to  come.  Indeed,  they  were  never 
to  be  completely  healed. 

During  the  campaign  of  1932  the  Socialist  leadership  be- 
haved publicly  as  if  there  were  peace  and  harmony  within  the 
party.  In  actuality,  relationships  between  the  various  factions 
in  the  party  were  becoming  more  strained.  Despite  this  fact, 
1932  proved  to  be  the  most  successful  campaign  of  Thomas' 
long  career  as  candidate  for  the  Presidency. 

In  addition  to  the  usual  Socialist  call  for  the  "public  owner- 
ship and  democratic  control"  of  the  "basic  industries,"  the 
platform  on  which  Thomas  ran  in  1932  included  the  following 
series  of  twelve  immediate  demands  that  remarkably  antici- 
pated many  of  the  essential  features  of  the  New  Deal: 

1.  A  Federal  appropriation  of  S5>ooo,ooo,ooo  for  immedi- 
ate relief  for  those  in  need  to  supplement  State  and  local 
appropriations. 

2.  A  Federal  appropriation  of  $5,000,000,000  for  public 
works  and  roads,  reforestation,  slum  clearance,  and  decent 
homes  for  the  workers,  by  Federal  Government,  States  and 
cities. 

3.  Legislation  providing  for  the  acquisition  of  land,  build- 
ings, and  equipment  necessary  to  put  the  unemployed  to 
work  producing  food,  fuel,  and  clothing  and  for  the  erection 
of  houses  for  their  own  use. 

4.  The  6-hour  day  and  the  5-day  week  without  reduction 
of  wages. 
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5.  A  comprehensive  and  efficient  system  o£  free  public 
employment  agencies. 

6.  A  compulsory  system  of  unemployment  compensation 
with  adequate  benefits,  based  on  contributions  by  the  Gov- 
ernment and  by  employers. 

7.  Old-age  pensions  for  men  and  women  60  years  of  age 
and  over. 

8.  Health  and  maternity  insurance. 

9.  Improved  system  of  workmen's  compensation  and  acci- 
dent insurance. 

10.  The  abolition  of  child  labor. 

11.  Government  aid  to  farmers  and  small  home-owners 
to  protect  them  against  mortgage  foreclosures  and  morato- 
rium on  sales  for  non-payment  of  taxes  by  destitute  farmers 
and  unemployed  workers. 

12.  Adequate  minimum  wage  laws.3 

Certainly  the  1932  Democratic  and  Republican  platforms  gave 
no  comparable  evidence  of  understanding  the  needs  of  the 
nation  in  this  time  of  great  crisis. 

Prior  to  the  election,  optimistic  Socialists  and  their  friends 
were  thinking  in  terms  of  a  vote  of  2,000,000  to  3,000,000. 
Thomas  indicated  that  he  would  be  encouraged  by  a  vote  as 
high  as  1,500,000.  The  official  count  was  884,781,  which  came 
as  a  deep  disappointment  to  Thomas  and  his  supporters. 

Fascism,  the  New  Deal,  and  Communism 

Between  the  closing  of  the  1932  presidential  campaign  and 
the  next  national  convention  of  the  Socialist  party,  which  was 
scheduled  for  the  spring  of  1934,  Socialists  of  the  various  fac- 
tions spent  more  time  maneuvering  for  position  and  planning 
strategy  for  the  next  national  party  meeting  than  they  did  at 
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their  avowed  major  functions  of  socialist  education  and  or- 
ganization. It  would  seem  that  during  this  period  the  so-called 
Thomas  progressives  and  the  militants  tended  to  coalesce.  Men 
who  were  closely  associated  with  Thomas,  like  Reinhold  Nie- 
buhr,  Paul  Blanshard,  and  Coleman  Cheyney,  were  becoming 
increasingly  identified  with  the  militants.  Thomas  consistently 
refused  to  identify  himself  formally  as  a  militant,  largely 
because  his  non-Marxist  stand  made  such  action  impossible. 
Indeed,  he  always  maintained  that  he  belonged  to  no  faction. 
Nevertheless,  the  militants  increasingly  regarded  Thomas  as 
their  leader,  and  his  own  growing  opposition  to  the  old  guard 
made  it  appear  as  if  he  were. 

In  most  ways,  the  militants  seemed  to  be  gaining  strength 
in  the  months  leading  to  the  1934  convention.  The  old  guard, 
however,  retained  a  tight  hold  on  the  party's  powerful  sub- 
sidiaries: the  Jewish  Daily  Forward,  the  New  Leader,  the 
Rand  School  of  Social  Science,  and  Camp  Tamiment.  Old- 
guard  prospects  were  seriously  dimmed  by  the  death  of  Morris 
Hillquit  on  October  8,  1933,  for  they  had  no  other  leader  of 
comparable  stature. 

The  world  situation  between  1932  and  1934  was  driving 
the  already  hostile  Socialist  camps  farther  apart.  The  as- 
sumption relied  upon  by  Socialists  for  years,  that  the  down- 
fall of  capitalism  would  automatically  be  followed  by  the 
establishment  of  socialism,  had  already  been  proved  wrong  in 
Italy  by  Mussolini  and  his  Fascist  cohorts.  Hitler's  seizure  of 
power  in  Germany  dumfounded  the  whole  Socialist  world. 
German  socialism  had  long  been  looked  upon  by  the  more 
conservative  Socialist  groups  as  a  shining  example.  After  all, 
it  was  the  movement  that  had  produced  Bebel  and  Kautsky; 
its  membership  ran  into  the  millions;  it  had  organized  power- 
ful and  wealthy  labor  and  co-operative  movements.  Why  did 
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it  surrender  to  Nazism  with  hardly  a  murmur?  The  militants 
answered  that  it  was  because  of  its  inherent  conservatism  and 
because  it  had  been  unwilling  to  undertake  the  necessary  co- 
operation with  the  German  Communists  in  order  to  avert  the 
disaster.  They  also  concluded  that  fascism  was  imminent  in  the 
United  States  and  that  only  some  kind  of  "united  action"  be- 
tween the  Socialists  and  the  Communists  could  save  America 
from  the  fate  of  Germany. 

Even  more  disheartening  to  American  Socialists,  if  possible, 
than  what  happened  in  Germany  was  the  pattern  of  events  in 
Austria.  Just  as  the  German  socialist  movement  had  been 
looked  upon  as  a  model  by  the  less  radical  Socialists,  the  so- 
called  revolutionary  Socialists  had  looked  to  the  Austrian  move- 
ment for  their  inspiration.  It  had  been  led  by  the  renowned 
theoretician  Otto  Bauer;  it  had  had  an  extremely  well-organized 
membership,  which  included  groups  with  military  training. 
And  yet  Chancellor  Dollfuss,  responding  to  external  and  in- 
ternal Fascist  pressures,  effectively  destroyed  Austrian  social- 
ism. 

The  militants  were  convinced  that  the  threat  of  rising  fascism 
not  only  required  more  co-operation  with  the  Communists 
but  also  necessitated  other  changes  in  Socialist  practices  and 
thinking.  Just  prior  to  the  opening  of  the  1934  convention  they 
issued  Towards  a  Militant  Program  for  the  Socialist  Party  of 
America,  in  which  they  demanded  more  centralized  party 
control  over  the  various  state  organizations.  They  favored 
establishing  "socialist  fractions"  in  the  trade-union  movement. 
They  indicated  a  willingness  to  abandon  parliamentary  pro- 
cedures under  certain  emergency  conditions;  for  example,  they 
conceded  that  the  establishment  of  a  "workers  dictatorship" 
might  be  justified  in  order  to  forward  their  socialist  cause.4 
Thomas  was  never  to  embrace  the  militant  doctrines,  but  he 
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was  attracted  by  the  youthful  enthusiasm  of  the  militant  group. 

The  critical  nature  of  the  early  1930's  led  to  the  formation 
of  still  another  group  within  the  Socialist  party,  namely,  the 
Revolutionary  Policy  Committee.  It  took  a  position  that  was 
even  to  the  left  of  the  militants.  In  its  resolution,  the  "Road  to 
Power,"  it  declared:  "We  make  no  fetish  of  legality  ...  no 
institution  or  instrument  set  up  by  the  capitalist  class  can  be 
depended  upon  to  establish  the  Workers  Republic."  5  Almost 
every  reform  group  is  cursed  with  a  lunatic  fringe,  and  such 
was  the  R.P.C.  It  functioned  very  much  as  an  autonomous 
group  within  the  party  and  was  composed  of  flaming  revolu- 
tionists of  the  romantic  variety,  including  various  types  of 
former  Communists,  some  of  whom  were  actually  acting  as 
spies  within  the  party. 

Thomas  was  to  reject  totally  the  R.P.C.  point  of  view.  Indeed, 
the  militant  outlook  was  to  the  left  of  his  own;  yet  his  think- 
ing had  clearly  become  more  radical  between  the  1932  and 
1934  Socialist  conventions.  He  was  greatly  irked  by  the  con- 
servatism and  general  inaction  of  the  old  guard  in  New  York. 
During  these  years  both  he  and  the  militants  were  vigorously 
favoring  industrial  unionism;  he  felt  that  the  New  York  party 
was  too  subservient  to  the  AFL.  So  great  was  his  dissatisfaction 
with  the  New  York  organization  that  he,  uncharacteristically, 
refused  to  be  a  candidate  in  the  New  York  mayoralty  race 
in  1933. 

More  significant  than  his  specific  differences  at  the  time  with 
the  New  York  party  was  the  fact  that  he,  too,  was  profoundly 
disturbed  by  both  the  world  situation  and  the  American  do- 
mestic situation.  In  The  Choice  Before  Us  (1934),  Thomas 
argued  that  "Germany  was  the  supreme  tragedy,"  but  was 
quick  to  add  that  the  situations  in  Austria,  Italy,  Hungary,  and 
Poland  were  virtually  as  discouraging.  Rather  ironically,  in 
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view  of  later  history,  he  pointed  to  Spain  as  the  "outstanding 
exception"  to  this  dismal  picture,  for  she  "had  achieved  a  peace- 
ful revolution  politically  and  had  embarked  upon  a  series  of 
profoundly  significant  social  changes."6 

Thomas'  analysis  of  the  domestic  scene  in  America  was  also 
on  the  grim  side.  He  candidly  admitted  that  the  various  minor- 
ity parties,  with  a  combined  vote  of  1,232,824,  made  a  very 
poor  showing  in  1932.  Moreover,  he  was  apparently  not  con- 
vinced that  America  was  on  the  verge  of  a  Socialist  or  Com- 
munist revolution.  He  granted  that  in  its  first  nine  months  of 
power  the  New  Deal  had  represented  a  great  improvement 
over  the  Hoover  approach  to  the  problem  of  depression;  never- 
theless, he  manifested  a  distrust  and  skepticism  about  the 
whole  "Roosevelt  Revolution"  that  he  was  never  to  abandon. 
He  marshaled  many  impressive  arguments  against  the  new 
administration:  In  the  first  place,  he  took  great  pains  to  point 
out  that  the  New  Deal  was  not  socialism,  by  any  stretch  of  the 
imagination.  He  argued  that  it  did  not  even  put  into  effect  in 
a  complete  or  satisfactory  way  the  traditional  socialist  immedi- 
ate demands — which  did  not  in  themselves  constitute  so- 
cialism. To  him  the  New  Deal  was  a  haphazard  attempt 
to  save  capitalism.  He  indicted  the  Roosevelt  administration 
for  its  lack  of  an  underlying  philosophy  or  a  comprehensive 
plan. 

Thomas  lambasted  the  National  Industrial  Recovery  Act, 
one  of  the  major  New  Deal  legislative  efforts.  He  pointed  out 
as  of  January,  1934  that  under  it  "chiseling"  was  widely  preva- 
lent, that  "minimum  wages  tend  to  become  maximum,"  that 
the  "great  employers"  were  managing  to  circumvent  it,  and 
that  the  interests  of  the  consumer  were  almost  completely 
neglected.  As  he  saw  it,  this  was  "another  illustration  of  the 
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fact  that  capitalism  and  desirable  social  planning,  or  indeed 
any  effective  social  planning,  are  incompatible."  7  Thomas  was 
in  no  sense  an  enthusiast  of  the  New  Deal  program,  and  he 
was  frankly  contemptuous  of  the  party  that  directed  it.  He 
was  convinced  that  Roosevelt  was  not  "giving  us  what  we 
ought  to  have,"  but  he  conceded  that  the  President  was  "miles 
in  advance  of  his  party.  .  .  .  You  must  remember  that  the 
Democratic  Party  nationally — and  we've  got  to  think  in  na- 
tional terms — is  a  party  of  the  Bourbon  South,  of  Tammany 
Hall,  and  God  knows  what  else.  Most  of  our  Democratic 
State  administrations  are  as  bad  as  their  Republican  predeces- 
sors." 8 

Before  the  New  Deal  was  a  year  old,  Mr.  Thomas  was  al- 
ready convinced  that,  "with  the  possible  exception  of  the  Ten- 
nessee Valley  Authority,"  it  could  best  be  described  as  "state 
capitalism."9  Writing  to  Maury  Maverick,  in  December,  1933, 
he  indicated  that  Roosevelt  was  proving  more  able  and  more 
liberal  than  he  had  expected.  "I  am,  however,  very  skeptical," 
he  declared  in  the  same  letter,  "of  the  way  in  which  the  New 
Deal  will  eventually  lead  us."  10 

His  great  fear  at  this  juncture  in  history  was  not  that  Roose- 
velt himself  would  lead  America  to  fascism,  but  that  his  "ideal" 
of  "capitalistic  collectivism"  could  set  the  stage  for  it.  The 
President,  he  argued,  "in  the  best  sense  of  the  word,  is  an 
aristocrat"  whose  "accent"  alone  would  disqualify  him  as  a 
potential  Fascist  leader.11 

Nevertheless,  Thomas  viewed  the  aspirations  of  the  New 
Dealers  as  both  incredible  and  dangerous.  He  chided  them 
for  their  attachment  to  a  program  that  lacked  a  consistent  or 
solid  philosophical  base.  Thus,  "they  rather  exult,"  he  wrote, 
"in  a  pragmatism  of  an  opportunistic  sort.  They  will  increase 
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social  control,  they  will  protect  the  underdog,  they  will  stabilize 
business,  and  yet  somehow  or  other  preserve  individual  initi- 
ative, private  profit,  and  the  rights  of  the  little  man."  12 

An  understanding  of  the  New  Deal  is  basic  to  an  under- 
standing of  the  leadership  problems  that  confronted  Norman 
Thomas  in  the  depression  decade.  The  New  Deal  was  not 
simply  an  invention  of  Franklin  D.  Roosevelt  and  his  "brain 
trust."  The  roots  of  the  New  Deal  were  deeply  imbedded  in 
the  social-reform  movements  that  preceded  it.  Populism,  Theo- 
dore Roosevelt's  New  Nationalism,  and  Woodrow  Wilson's 
New  Freedom  all  helped  to  prepare  the  way  for  Franklin 
Roosevelt's  New  Deal. 

The  theme  song  of  the  historic  New  Deal  movement  was 
improvisation  and  experimentation  rather  than  adherence  to 
any  well-formulated  doctrine.  The  huddles  were  frequent,  and 
the  plays  were  changed  repeatedly.  Thomas  was  not  far  from 
the  truth  in  his  characterization  of  the  New  Deal  as  oppor- 
tunistic pragmatism;  yet  this  very  quality,  which  alienated 
the  theory-conscious  Mr.  Thomas,  probably  drew  the  Ameri- 
can people  closer  to  the  movement. 

The  New  Deal  was  essentially  an  attempt  to  save  capitalism 
rather  than  an  attempt  to  abandon  it,  as  some  persons  on  the 
right  fearfully  believed  and  some  leftists  hopefully  anticipated. 
Yet,  that  it  involved  radical  modifications  of  the  American 
economy  cannot  be  denied.  It  signified  the  end  of  laissez-faire 
capitalism;  federal  regulation  of  economic  processes,  which 
had  begun  before  the  turn  of  the  century,  was  substantially 
broadened.  Moreover,  the  New  Deal  did  not  restrict  itself  to 
the  essentially  negative  function  of  regulation;  under  it  the 
notion  of  the  positive  state  or  welfare  state  received  great 
impetus.  There  was  no  marked  trend  toward  the  socialization 
of  the  means  of  production,  but  the  government  assumed  new 
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and  important  functions  in  its  attempt  to  promote  the  general 
welfare.  It  endeavored  to  prime  the  economic  pump  when  it 
had  virtually  ceased  functioning.  More  significantly,  by  the 
establishment  of  a  Social  Security  program  it  gave  partial  pro- 
tection to  large  segments  of  the  population  against  the  hazards 
of  old  age  and  unemployment  and,  at  the  same  time,  promoted 
the  stability  of  the  whole  economy. 

By  contrast  with  the  inaction  which  had  characterized  the 
era  of  normalcy,  the  New  Deal  seemed  dynamic.  It  did  not 
always  mean  well  thought  out  or  carefully  planned  action,  but 
it  was  action,  nevertheless.  The  New  Deal  displayed  a  willing- 
ness to  experiment  with  new  remedies  in  a  period  when  the 
old  remedies  had  conspicuously  failed.  Its  leader,  Franklin 
Roosevelt,  came  to  symbolize  qualities  of  optimism  and  daring 
— qualities  that  drew  the  American  people  to  the  new  ad- 
ministration. 

Socialist  Americans  were,  in  general,  no  more  immune  to 
the  magnetism  of  the  Roosevelt  personality  and  administra- 
tion than  were  their  fellow  citizens.  It  was  to  be  part  of  the 
New  Deal's  destiny  to  attract  to  its  banners  the  bulk  of  Amer- 
ica's socialists  and  socialist  sympathizers.  Some  erroneously 
looked  upon  it  as  the  fulfillment  of  their  socialist  dreams; 
others  realized  that  it  was  not  socialism  but  thought  that  part 
of  a  loaf  was  better  than  none;  still  others  concluded  that 
socialism  was  not  for  America  and  became  bona  fide  New  Deal 
liberals. 

In  his  The  Politics  of  Upheaval,  Arthur  M.  Schlesinger,  Jr., 
sympathetic  historian  of  The  Age  of  Roosevelt,  has  well  char- 
acterized Thomas'  response  to  the  Roosevelt  administration: 

In  part,  the  attack  on  the  New  Deal  was  essential  if  the 
Socialists  were  to  maintain  an  identity  of  their  own.  But  in 
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Thomas'  case  it  also  stemmed  from  a  growing  moral  con- 
cern over  aspects  of  New  Deal  Policy.  He  feared  the  milita- 
rism of  the  Roosevelt  administration.  He  sharply  criticized 
its  indifference  to  the  plight  of  tenant  farmers  and  share- 
croppers. He  raised  his  voice  courageously  and  insistently 
on  questions  of  civil  liberties  and  civil  rights.  His  essential 
contribution,  indeed,  was  to  keep  moral  issues  alive  at  a 
moment  when  the  central  emphasis  was  on  meeting  eco- 
nomic emergencies.  At  his  best,  Thomas  gave  moving  ex- 
pression to  an  ethical  urgency  badly  needed  in  politics,  to  a 
sense  of  the  relation  between  means  and  ends  and  of  the 
inestimable  value  of  the  individual  human  being — to  the 
hope  for  "the  end  of  the  long  night  of  exploitation,  poverty 
and  war,  and  the  dawn  of  a  day  of  beauty  and  peace,  free- 
dom and  fellowship."  13 

Thomas  was  to  continue  his  vigorous  criticism  of  the  New 
Deal  throughout  the  1930's.  Yet,  as  he  seemed  to  be  painfully 
aware,  his  criticisms  made  little  impression,  even  upon  tradi- 
tionally socialist  groups.  Roosevelt  and  the  New  Deal  con- 
tinued to  make  inroads  into  the  world  of  American  socialism, 
and,  if  there  was  a  formula  for  blocking  these  inroads,  the 
leader  of  the  Socialist  party  did  not  find  it. 

The  New  Deal  was  not  the  only  force  during  the  1930's 
that  was  having  a  disintegrating  influence  upon  the  American 
socialist  movement  and  the  Socialist  party  in  particular.  The 
Communist  party,  in  terms  of  both  its  aboveground  and  under- 
ground activities,  was  at  its  height  of  power.  During  that 
decade  the  disciples  of  Lenin  and  Stalin  penetrated  far  and 
wide  into  American  life.  During  most  of  the  years  following 
the  Russian  Revolution  the  Communists  throughout  the  world 
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were  constantly  making  vigorous  and  vicious  attacks  not  only 
upon  conservative  groups  but  upon  liberal  and  socialist  groups 
as  well.  All  other  groups  with  left  and  center  orientations  were 
looked  upon  as  rivals  that  had  to  be  destroyed.  Indeed,  the 
Communists  behaved  in  accordance  with  a  theory  that  sug- 
gested that  Socialists  were  more  of  a  threat  to  their  ambitions 
than  Fascists.  They  reasoned  that  the  Fascist  movement  repre- 
sented the  last  stages  of  capitalism,  and  thus  its  days  were 
numbered.  Hence,  the  Socialists,  whom  they  referred  to  as 
"Bourgeois  Socialists"  or  the  "Social  Fascists,"  were  regarded 
as  their  real  competitors — obstacles  to  the  advance  of  Com- 
munism. Working  on  this  assumption,  Communists  helped  to 
precipitate  the  downfall  of  the  German  Republic  in  1932 — a 
fact  that  was  not  to  be  generally  known  in  America  until  years 
later. 

During  the  early  months  of  the  Nazi  regime,  the  Com- 
munists sought  rapprochement  with  the  Fascists,  but  the  former 
were  soon  to  realize  that  they  had  misjudged  the  potential  of 
a  Fascist  Germany.  They  were  apparently  jolted  by  the  pro- 
Hitler  results  of  the  free  Saar  plebiscite  and  the  growth  of  the 
power  of  fascism  in  Austria.  Consequently,  the  Soviet  leaders 
outlined  a  new  set  of  tactics  for  world  communism,  and  the 
Communist  parties  in  every  part  of  the  world  hastily  and 
docilely  embraced  the  new  line. 

The  era  of  the  popular  or  united  front  had  dawned.  The 
essential  ingredient  of  the  new  line  was  co-operation  between 
and,  if  possible,  the  unification  of  all  anti-Fascist  forces.  Under 
the  guise  of  opposition  to  fascism,  rather  than  candidly  placing 
the  emphasis  on  their  desire  to  defend  the  interests  of  the 
Soviet  Union,  the  Communists  disingenuously  wooed  liberals 
and  radicals  of  every  hue.  Countless  numbers  of  American 


122  Norman  Thomas,  Respectable  Rebel 

liberals,  including  some  of  the  most  prominent  ones,  were 
ensnared  at  one  time  or  another.  Innumerable  liberal  organiza- 
tions, which  were  founded  in  good  faith,  were  captured  by 
what  has  been  well  described  as  the  "Communist  Trojan 
Horse." 

Socialists,  in  general,  knew  the  Communists  better  and  were 
somewhat  more  wary  of  them  than  were  the  liberals.  Yet 
during  most  of  the  1930's,  even  though  they  were  strongly  in- 
clined to  reject  Communist  tactics,  Socialists  tended  to  look 
upon  Communists  as  fighters  in  a  common  cause.  The  Com- 
munists, however,  were  under  no  such  illusion.  For  example, 
there  is  little  doubt  that  they  successfully  planted  spies  in  high 
places  within  the  Socialist  party  and  that  they  did  everything 
within  their  power  to  alienate  young  Socialists  from  their 
party  leaders.  When  competing  for  the  allegiance  of  the  young 
with  the  Communist  party,  the  Socialist  party  was  always  at 
a  disadvantage.  The  Communists  were  able  to  present  to  pro- 
spective converts  something  concrete :  In  the  Soviet  Union  they 
had  a  fatherland  to  offer.  Apart  from  the  more  devious  at- 
tempts to  undermine  the  Socialist  party,  during  the  mid-1930's 
the  Communist  party  repeatedly  made  overtures  to  the  Social- 
ist party  with  the  aim  of  persuading  it  to  participate  in  various 
kinds  of  united-front  activities.  Questions  relating  to  the  degree 
and  type  of  co-operation  with  the  Communists,  if  any  at  all, 
provided  the  background  for  an  important  share  of  the  de- 
structive factionalism  that  plagued  the  Socialist  party  during 
the  depression  decade.  Few  questions  debated  by  Socialists  at 
the  time  were  so  emotion-provoking. 

To  Thomas,  the  American  domestic  situation  seemed  so 
grave  that  he  came  to  conclusions  concerning  co-operation  with 
the  Communists  that  he  was  no  doubt  to  regret  in  the  years 
to  come.  In  The  Choice  Before  Us,  he  stated  his  position: 
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Short  of  organic  unity  or  a  general  coalition,  Communist 
and  Socialist  parties  might  logically  be  expected  to  work  out 
a  united  front  to  achieve  certain  immediate  ends  upon  which 
both  sides  are  agreed.  There  is  nothing  illogical  about  an 
international  united  front  against  war  and  Fascism.  While 
the  Communist  party  still  believes  in  the  inevitability  of 
new  world  war  and  the  possibility  of  turning  it  into  world 
revolution,  it  does  not  want,  and  it  knows  the  workers  do 
not  want,  that  war  right  now.  It  wants  Fascism  as  little  as 
any  Socialist  party.  Here  the  thing  that  stands  in  the  way 
of  unity  is  neither  philosophy  or  tactics.  It  is  mutual  suspicion. 
I  happen  to  belong  to  that  group  of  Socialists,  at  present  in 
a  minority  internationally,  who  believe  that  the  urgency  of 
the  situation  and  the  chances  of  success  make  it  worth  while 
to  try  boldly  and  carefully  for  a  united  front  with  the  Com- 
munists upon  certain  specific  issues,  especially  if  and  when 
that  united  front  includes  elements  which  as  yet  are  neither 
Socialist  nor  Communist."  14 

Lest  Thomas'  position  on  communism  at  that  time  be  misun- 
derstood, it  should  be  clearly  pointed  out  that  this  was  hardly 
a  blanket  endorsement  of  Communist  principle  or  practices. 
In  The  Choice  Before  Us,  in  which  he  argued  for  a  united 
front  with  Communists  on  specific  issues,  he  also  suggested 
that  it  was  extremely  difficult  to  work  with  a  group  that  "openly 
boasts  that  good  faith  is  a  'bourgeois'  virtue  and  which  has 
proclaimed  not  once  but  repeatedly  .  .  .  that  the  purpose  of 
the  united  front  maneuvers  is  to  undermine  the  Socialist  parties 
and  destroy  Socialist  leadership."  15  He  rejected  emphatically 
and  specifically  the  Communist  emphasis  upon  violence  and 
dictatorship.  As  he  saw  it,  socialism  would  be  "the  fullfillment 
of  what  is  best  in  the  democratic  tradition  and  the  guarantor 
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of  a  heaven  which  can  be  reached  without  compelling  men  to 
pass  through  the  lowest  circles  of  a  hell  of  violence  and  dis- 
order." 16 

Despite  his  fears  and  misgivings,  Thomas  was  convinced 
that  it  was  essential  "that  Socialists  and  Communists  act  to- 
gether in  certain  matters,"  or  they  would  have  to  face  the 
prospect  of  being  "destroyed  separately."  1T  Such  a  position, 
of  course,  pushed  Thomas  closer  to  the  militant  faction  and 
farther  from  the  old-guard  group.  Somehow  or  other,  the 
pattern  of  events  in  Germany  and  Austria  did  not  funda- 
mentally alter  the  outlook  of  the  old-guard  members.  Al- 
though they  professed  orthodox  Marxism,  they  were  in  practice 
committed  to  legal  and  evolutionary  socialism.  A  logical  con- 
comitant of  their  gradualist  position  was  a  deep  hatred  of  the 
American  Communists  and  a  deep  suspicion  of  Soviet  Russia. 
Their  skepticism  concerning  the  Russian  experiment  and  its 
adherents  around  the  globe  began  with  the  establishment  of 
the  Third  International  in  1919  and  grew  steadily  in  the  years 
that  followed.  Undoubtedly,  what  the  militants  alleged  to  be 
the  conservatism  of  the  old  guard  was  partially  a  reaction  to 
the  excesses  of  communism.  In  retrospect,  Thomas  readily 
admits  that  the  old  guard  perceived  the  ugly  realities  of 
Soviet  totalitarianism  before  he  and  the  militants  did.  He  main- 
tains, however,  that  they  did  so,  more  or  less,  on  an  intuitive 

basis.  As  he  remembers or  rationalizes they  presented 

few  facts  to  support  their  charges  against  the  Communist  re- 
gime. 

In  a  matter  of  a  few  years  Thomas'  evaluation  of  the  Com- 
munist party  and  its  adherents  was  to  coincide  almost  com- 
pletely with  that  made  by  the  old  guard.  He  became  re- 
luctantly convinced  that  communism  was  little  better  than 
fascism.  History  has  a  way  of  settling  some  differences  of 
opinion. 


Chapter  V 


Fratricidal  Warfare 


Controversy  within  the  Socialist  party  of  America  among 
the  several  factions  had  already  been  brewing  for  more  than 
two  years  when  its  eighteenth  national  convention  began  its 
sessions  in  Detroit,  Michigan,  on  May  31,  1934.  The  opening 
atmosphere  was  a  strained  one,  to  put  it  mildly.  The  two  major 
factions,  the  old  guard  and  the  militants,  had  come  to  Detroit 
prepared  to  do  battle.  Mr.  Thomas  made  it  perfectly  clear  in 
his  words  of  welcome  to  the  delegates  that  he  intended  to  use 
his  vote  and,  more  importantly,  his  power  and  influence  in 
behalf  of  the  militant  position.  "The  outstanding  task  before 
all  lovers  of  peace,  liberty,  and  economic  justice  is,"  he  de- 
clared, "the  fight  against  Fascism.  The  way  to  fight  Fascism 
is  to  build  Socialism.  There  is  no  time  to  be  lost.  We  have 
various  beginnings  of  Fascism  in  America,  but  not  as  yet 
Fascism.  The  drift,  however,  is  to  Fascism."  x  He  went  on  to 
denounce  the  Communists  for  boasting  of  "dictatorship  and 
great  scale  violence"  as  being  necessary  to  the  establishment  of 
socialism.  Yet  he  also  spoke  of  the  need  for  a  "glorious  and 
revolutionary  change"  and  added  that  "Socialists  in  their  war 
against  Fascism  will  not  submit  tamely  to  Fascist  violence  or 
put  a  mechanical  conception  of  democracy  ahead  of  Socialism."  2 
The  radicalism  of  Thomas'  statement  bolstered  the  confidence 
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of  the  militants  and  cast  a  shadow  of  gloom  among  the  old 
guard. 

The  militants  had  the  initial  advantage  in  the  convention 
warfare  which  was  about  to  be  waged,  for  they  had  acquired 
control  of  all  of  the  major  committees,  including  the  Resolu- 
tions Committee,  the  Platform  Committee,  and  the  Committee 
on  Constitution.  The  militants  quickly  put  before  the  conven- 
tion a  resolution  concerning  foreign  policy.  Among  others,  it 
contained  the  following  statement  concerning  the  "road  to 
power" :  "The  conference  declares  that  it  is  not  the  task  of  the 
Socialist  Parties  to  attempt  to  straighten  out  the  capitalist  world 
or  even  to  collaborate  in  such  an  attempt.  It  declares,  on  the 
contrary,  that  by  whatever  means  they  are  going  to  achieve 
power  they  must  not  secure  the  exercise  of  power  within  the 
structure  of  the  capitalist  regime,  but  must  utilize  power  in 
order  to  destroy  the  bourgeois  state  and  to  install  the  dictator- 
ship of  the  revolutionary  masses  during  the  period  of  Socialist 
reconstruction."  3  The  old  guard  was  deeply  suspicious  of  the 
whole  notion  of  a  dictatorship  of  the  proletariat.  After  heated 
debate  the  resolution  was  voted  down,  by  a  narrow  margin,  on 
a  roll-call  vote  by  the  assembled  delegates.  Thus  the  old  guard 
knew  victory  with  respect  to  the  first  major  issue  to  be  de- 
cided by  the  convention. 

This  initial  old-guard  triumph  was  to  be  marred  by  the 
fact  that,  despite  the  opposition  of  some  of  that  faction's  most 
important  leaders,  constitutional  changes  concerning  Socialist- 
party  membership  requirements  were  effected.  The  new  ruling 
adopted  by  the  convention  made  the  acceptance  of  the  theory 
of  the  class  struggle  a  prerequisite  for  membership  in  the  party. 
This  proposal  was  put  before  the  convention  by  Daniel  W. 
Hoan,  who  was  then  mayor  of  Milwaukee  and,  therefore,  ex- 
erted considerable  influence  in  the  internal  affairs  of  the  Social- 
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ist  party.  It  would  appear  that  during  the  first  few  days  of  the 
convention  an  alliance  was  cemented  between  the  militants 
and  those  persons  whom  Hillquit  used  to  dismiss  as  the  "sewer 
Socialists"  of  Milwaukee.  Ideologically,  these  two  groups  were 
hardly  in  tune,  but  politics  does  make  strange  bedfellows. 

The  Declaration  of  Principles 

These  initial  controversies  at  the  convention  proved  to  be 
mere  skirmishes  or  practice  maneuvers  when  compared  with 
what  was  to  follow.  On  June  3,  1934,  the  warfare  really  got 
under  way.  This  date  marked  the  formal  beginning  of  a  series 
of  bitter  internecine  struggles  that  continued  for  some  six  years. 
The  final  result  was  the  virtual  destruction  of  the  American 
Socialist  party. 

At  this  convention,  and  in  the  party  as  a  whole,  sharply 
divergent  attitudes  toward  the  Declaration  of  Principles,  a 
militant  resolution,  came  to  symbolize  the  rifts  that  had  been 
developing  in  the  Socialist  party  for  years.  The  document  was 
authored,  in  the  main,  by  Devere  Allen,  a  young  minister  and 
a  Thomas  supporter.  It  was  a  four-page  statement  of  general 
principles,  formulated  as  a  guide  to  Socialist  behavior  in  those 
troubled  times.  Those  Socialists  who  framed  it  no  doubt  looked 
upon  it  as  the  new  Communist  Manifesto,  and  in  the  bombast 
of  its  style  it  did  resemble  that  famous  handiwork  of  Marx  and 
Engels.  The  Declaration  of  Principles  was  a  flamboyant  out- 
burst; its  language  was  characterized  by  that  peculiar  phraseol- 
ogy which  was  typically  Marxist  and  radical.  It  was  undoubt- 
edly assumed  that  this  revolutionary  language  would  appeal 
to  the  American  masses,  but  in  reality  it  was  totally  lacking  in 
such  appeal.  Only  the  authors  of  the  resolution  and  the  old 
guard  were  stirred  by  it. 

It  began  with  a  burst  of  revolutionary  rhetoric: 
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The  Socialist  Party  is  the  party  of  the  workers,  regardless 
of  race,  color,  or  creed.  In  mill  and  mine,  shop  and  farm, 
office  and  school,  the  workers  can  assert  their  united  power, 
and  through  the  Socialist  Party  establish  a  cooperative  com- 
monwealth forever  free  from  human  exploitation  and  class 
rule. 

If  the  workers  delay  and  drift,  they  will  prolong  their 
period  of  enslavement  to  a  decadent  capitalism.4 

It  went  on  to  say  that  "those  who  labor  with  hand  and  brain  in 
their  concerted  might,  can  overthrow  this  monstrous  system 
and  replace  it  with  a  socialist  order."  5  To  understand  some  of 
the  vehemence  of  the  language  of  the  Declaration  of  Principles, 
the  time  during  which  it  was  composed  has  to  be  kept  in 
mind.  It  was  written  in  the  midst  of  the  depression,  when 
American  society  appeared  mortally  wounded,  when  working- 
men  and  their  families  were  suffering  great  hardships,  when 
almost  ten  million  persons  were  unemployed,  and  when  the 
national  income  was  only  a  little  more  than  one  half  of  the 
1929  figure. 

The  declaration  contained  the  usual  socialist  demands, 
panaceas,  and  platitudes.  It  attacked  the  inequities  of  capital- 
ism and  proposed  as  an  alternative  a  society  wherein  the  basic 
industries  would  be  socially  owned  and  democratically  managed. 
It  encouraged  Socialist-party  members  to  join  and  support  labor 
unions.  Its  most  controversial  section  pertained  to  what  the 
Socialists  should  do  in  the  event  of  America's  involvement  in 
war,  in  the  event  of  the  collapse  of  capitalism,  or  in  the  event 
of  the  establishment  of  fascism.  Thus  one  of  the  most  bitter 
conflicts  in  American  socialist  history  was  to  begin  ostensibly 
because  of  differences  of  opinion  about  methods  of  coping  with 
a  predicted  pattern  of  events  that  often  did  not  happen.  Here 
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was  clearly  an  instance  of  what  has  been  called  the  otherworldly 
orientation  of  the  American  socialist  movement.  Both  sides  ap- 
peared perfectly  willing  to  wage  battle  over  a  highly  uncertain 
and  often  inaccurately  perceived  future.  The  grist  for  the  de- 
bates that  were  to  be  fought  on  the  convention  floor  and  for 
the  next  two  years  within  the  Socialist  party  was  contained  in 
the  following  closing  paragraphs  of  the  Declaration  of  Princi- 
ples : 

The  Socialist  Party  is  opposed  to  militarism,  imperialism, 
and  war.  It  proposes  to  eradicate  the  perpetual  economic 
warfare  of  capitalism,  the  fruit  of  which  is  international  con- 
flict. War  cannot  be  tolerated  by  Socialists,  or  preparedness 
for  war.  They  will  unitedly  seek  to  develop  trustworthy 
working  class  instruments  for  the  peaceable  settlement  of 
international  disputes  and  conflicts.  They  will  seek  to  elimi- 
nate military  training  from  schools,  colleges,  and  camps. 
They  will  oppose  military  reviews,  displays,  and  expenditures, 
whether  for  direct  war  preparedness  or  for  militaristic  prop- 
aganda, both  in  wartime  and  peacetime.  They  will  loyally 
support  in  the  tragic  event  of  war,  any  of  their  comrades 
who,  for  anti-war  activities,  or  refusal  to  perform  war  serv- 
ice, come  into  conflict  with  public  opinion  or  the  law.  More- 
over, recognizing  the  suicidal  nature  of  modern  combat,  and 
the  incalculable  train  of  wars'  consequences  which  rest  most 
heavily  upon  the  working  class,  they  will  refuse  collectively 
to  sanction  or  support  any  international  war.  They  will,  on 
the  contrary,  by  agitation  and  opposition  do  their  best  not 
to  be  broken  up  by  the  war,  but  to  break  up  the  war.  They 
will  meet  war  and  the  detailed  plans  for  war  already  mapped 
out  by  the  war  making  arms  of  the  government,  by  massed 
war  resistance,  organized  so  far  as  practicable  in  a  general 
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strike  of  labor  unions  and  professional  groups  in  a  united 
effort  to  make  the  waging  of  war  a  practical  impossibility, 
and  to  convert  the  capitalist  war  crisis  as  a  victory  for  Social- 
ism. 

In  its  struggle  for  a  new  society,  the  Socialist  Party  seeks 
to  attain  its  objectives  by  peaceful  and  orderly  means.  Recog- 
nizing the  increasing  resort  by  a  crumbling  capitalist  order 
to  Fascism  to  preserve  its  integrity  and  dominance,  the 
Socialist  Party  intends  not  to  be  deceived  by  Fascist  propa- 
ganda or  overwhelmed  by  Fascist  Force.  It  will  do  all  in  its 
power  to  fight  Fascism  of  every  kind  all  the  time  and  every- 
where in  the  world,  until  Fascism  is  dead.  It  will  rely  never- 
theless on  the  organization  of  a  disciplined  labor  movement. 
Its  methods  may  include  a  recourse  to  a  general  strike  which 
will  not  merely  serve  as  a  defense  against  Fascist  counter- 
revolution but  will  carry  the  revolutionary  struggle  into  the 
camp  of  the  enemy. 

The  Socialist  Party  proclaims  anew  its  faith  in  economic 
and  political  democracy,  but  it  unhesitatingly  applies  itself 
to  the  task  of  replacing  the  bogus  democracy  of  capitalist 
parliamentarianism  by  a  genuine  workers  democracy.  Cap- 
italism is  doomed.  If  it  can  be  superseded  by  a  majority 
vote,  the  Socialist  Party  will  rejoice.  If  the  crisis  comes 
through  the  denial  of  majority  rights  after  the  electorate  has 
given  us  a  mandate  we  shall  not  hesitate  to  crush  by  our 
labor  solidarity  the  reckless  force  of  reaction  and  to  con- 
solidate the  Socialist  state.  If  the  capitalist  system  should  col- 
lapse in  a  general  chaos  and  confusion,  which  cannot  permit 
of  orderly  procedure,  the  Socialist  Party,  whether  or  not  in 
such  a  case  it  is  a  majority,  will  not  shrink  from  the  respon- 
sibility of  organizing  and  maintaining  a  government  under 
the  workers'  rule.  True  democracy  is  a  worthy  means  to 
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progress;  but  true  democracy  must  be  created  by  the  workers 
of  the  world.6 

The  issues  that  the  Declaration  of  Principles  raised  were 
many.  The  controversy  that  it  precipitated  revealed  that  genu- 
ine differences  in  thinking  about  socialist  principles  and  tactics 
had  developed  within  the  Socialist  party.  Although  it  would 
appear  that  the  underlying  question  probably  did  not  hinge 
so  much  upon  differences  of  opinion  as  it  did  upon  which 
grouping — the  old  guard  or  the  militant-progressive  caucus 
— was  to  have  control  of  the  party,  it  is  still  important  to  under- 
stand the  ideological  differences  that  emerged  from  the  crucible 
of  debate. 

Those  Socialists  who  supported  the  resolution  argued  that 
the  times  were  extremely  critical  and  justified  such  proposals. 
They  viewed  war  and  fascism  as  being  imminent  and  con- 
cluded that  it  was  incumbent  upon  the  Socialist  party  to  an- 
nounce to  the  American  people  what  policies  it  would  pursue 
should  either  or  both  of  these  events  occur.  As  they  saw  it, 
American  socialism  would  have  to  become  more  radical,  more 
revolutionary,  if  it  was  to  avert  the  fate  of  German  and  Austrian 
socialism.  Thus  they  exulted  in  the  fiery  words  of  the  Declara- 
tion of  Principles.  Their  orientation  was  essentially  democratic 
and  nonviolent;  yet  they  were  cynical  about  the  quality  of 
American  democracy.  They  believed  that  in  the  event  of  war 
or  fascism  strict  adherence  to  parliamentary  and  nonviolent 
methods  would  be  questionable  policy.  They  had  the  im- 
petuousness  of  youth. 

The  old-guard  group  and  the  older  people  in  the  party,  in 
general,  had  formulated  the  prevailing  policies  of  the  party 
and  were  content  to  leave  them  unaltered.  They  had  lived 
through  the  trying  days  of  World  War  I  and  the  ensuing  Red 
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scare,  and  they  were  not  eager  to  find  themselves  once  again 
among  the  hunted.  Many  of  them  had  achieved  a  reasonably 
comfortable  standard  of  living  under  capitalism.  They  were 
still  interested  in  altering  "the  system,"  as  they  called  it,  but 
they  had  little  zest  for  the  idea  of  revolution  either  of  the 
violent  or  the  nonviolent  variety.  To  them  the  Declaration  of 
Principles  seemed  Communist-inspired  doctrine  and  an  in- 
vitation to  governmental  prosecution. 

In  short,  the  militants  and  progressives  felt  that  defeat  of 
the  resolution  would  represent  a  victory  for  the  dead  hand  of 
conservatism  within  the  party;  the  old  guard  believed  that 
its  passage  would  signify  that  the  party  had  succumbed  to 
communism.  Thus  it  was  not  surprising  that  the  Declaration 
of  Principles  precipitated  one  of  the  most  vigorous  and  inter- 
esting debating  sessions  that  has  ever  occurred  at  a  Socialist- 
party  national  convention,  which  customarily  involves  stormy 
debates. 

Virtually  all  of  the  party's  leading  figures  were  to  take  the 
floor.  Charney  Vladeck,  a  leading  official  of  the  Jewish  Daily 
Forward,  but  not  completely  committed  to  any  of  the  party's 
rival  groups,  acted  as  chairman  of  the  convention  during  this 
debate  over  the  Declaration  of  Principles.  Among  those  who 
spoke  against  the  resolution  were  the  following  old-guard 
leaders :  Louis  Waldman,  a  prominent  labor  attorney  who  had 
been  the  Socialist  candidate  for  governor  of  New  York  in 
1932;  Algernon  Lee,  the  director  of  the  Rand  School;  Jacob 
Panken,  who  was  a  New  York  municipal  judge;  and  George 
Kirkpatrick,  vice-presidential  candidate  in  1916  and  a  prom- 
inent Socialist  author.  Those  who  spoke  for  the  resolution  and, 
in  effect,  for  the  militants  included :  Norman  Thomas ;  Devere 
Allen,  who  had  authored  the  resolution  and  who  was  an  editor 
of  the  World  Tomorrow;  Andrew  }.  Biemiller,  who  was  later 
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to  represent  Wisconsin  as  a  Democrat  in  the  United  States 
Congress;  and  Powers  Hapgood,  a  labor  leader  who  was  later 
to  help  organize  the  steel  workers. 

One  of  the  less  well-known  members  of  the  old-guard 
faction,  "Comrade  Sharts,"  was  to  take  the  floor  early  in  the 
debate.  His  words  were  indicative  of  the  fact  that  the  old 
guard  was  becoming  increasingly  appreciative  of  the  virtues 
of  American  democracy : 

Comrades:  As  this  may  be  the  last  time  I  shall  speak  to 
the  Socialist  Party  of  America  I  beg  of  you  to  listen  with 
some  patience  to  what  I  have  to  say.  We  are  meeting  today 
in  a  capitalist-ridden  hall  in  Detroit,  in  a  capitalist-ridden 
city,  in  a  capitalist-ridden  state,  in  a  capitalist-ridden  land 
known  as  the  United  States  of  America.  You  will  observe  that 
we  are  meeting  here  with  no  policeman  present.  You  will 
observe  that  there  is  no  agent  of  the  government  on  the 
platform  to  stop  this  meeting  at  the  first  criticism  of  the 
government.  You  will  notice  that  we  are  here  enjoying  abso- 
lute freedom  of  discussion  without  the  slightest  danger  that 
we  will  be  flung  into  prison  for  what  we  say  against  the 
prevailing  government  and  the  prevailing  capitalist  system. 
We  can,  today,  discuss  with  perfect  freedom  the  tearing  down 
of  this  system.7 

Devere  Allen  was,  of  course,  to  take  the  floor  in  support  of 
his  handiwork.  He  declared,  "that,  whether  it  is  a  case  of  war 
or  a  case  of  a  fascist  coup  d'etat,  the  question  of  whether  or 
not  our  activities  are  to  be  considered  lawful  will  be  decided 
not  by  ourselves  but  by  the  opposition.  .  .  ."  8  Many  references 
were  made  to  the  St.  Louis  Declaration  of  1917,  and  most  of 
the  militants  were  arguing  that  the  Declaration  of  Principles 
was  in  that  tradition.  Algernon  Lee  retorted  to  such  arguments 
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by  pointing  out  that  he  had  "served  with  Morris  Hillquit  on 
the  Committee  in  1917,"  that  the  latter  had  been  opposed  to 
some  of  the  recklessness  of  that  resolution's  language,  and  that 
later  those  who  had  favored  such  wording  asked  him  to  try  to 
prove  to  the  courts  that  the  words  really  did  not  mean  what 
they  said.9 

Thomas'  position  at  Detroit  was  an  awkward  one.  He  did 
not  regard  himself  as  a  member  of  the  militant  or  old-guard 
faction  and  did  not  want  to  be  so  identified.  He  did  not  sub- 
scribe to  the  bombast  or  the  studied  radicalism  of  the  former 
or  to  the  conservatism  of  the  latter.  He  was  not  inwardly  en- 
thusiastic about  the  Declaration  of  Principles.  In  all  of  his 
own  writing  and  speaking  the  traditional  Marxist-radical  lan- 
guage was  conspicuous  by  its  absence.  The  very  style  of  the 
declaration  was  not  pleasing  to  him.  Though  he  regarded 
American  democracy  as  very  imperfect,  he  was  not  quite  will- 
ing to  dismiss  it  in  cynical  fashion  as  was  done  in  the  declara- 
tion and  as  most  of  the  militants  were  inclined  to  do.  Many 
years  later,  he  felt  that  the  Declaration  of  Principles  in  the 
form  presented  had  been  a  mistake.  He  also  regretted  that 
he  had  not  written  the  resolution  himself  instead  of  allowing 
Devere  Allen  to  do  so. 

If  Thomas  did  not  see  eye  to  eye  with  the  militants,  he 
nevertheless  viewed  them  as  a  hopeful  group.  He  was  at- 
tracted by  their  youthful  enthusiasms,  their  potentialities,  and 
their  ardent  devotion  to  the  cause  of  socialism.  To  him  the 
old  guard  was  a  "sterile"  group  with  little  or  no  promise.  If 
it  were  to  continue  under  old-guard  direction,  he  was  con- 
vinced that  the  Socialist  party  could  neither  grow  nor  prosper. 
So,  at  this  Detroit  convention,  he  chose  to  co-operate  with  and 
virtually  become  a  member  of  the  militant  group.10 

When  Thomas  rose  to  speak  on  the  Declaration-of-Principles 
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question,  the  militants  greeted  him  with  a  round  o£  enthusi- 
astic cheering.  Nevertheless,  according  to  the  remembrances 
of  old-guard  leader  Louis  Waldman,  Thomas  appeared  "pale 
and  nervous  as  he  faced  the  noisy  convention.  ...  I  felt,  as 
I  sat  watching  him  on  that  occasion,  as  if  he  were  more  like 
a  captive  than  a  leader."  n  In  any  case,  whether  motivated  by 
expediency  or  real  conviction — or  a  mixture  of  both — he 
spoke  out  strongly  and  eloquently  in  behalf  of  the  Declaration 
of  Principles: 

The  issue  that  has  been  raised  this  afternoon  ought  to  lift 
up  our  hearts.  ...  I  am  glad  that  we  have  come  to  this 
place  of  decision.  I  do  not  believe,  for  my  part,  the  inference 
that  might  be  drawn  from  some  speeches,  that  any  comrades 
will  leave  us  as  some  comrades — not  Morris  Hillquit — left 
us  after  the  St.  Louis  convention,  I  do  not  believe  that  such 
an  inference  will  be  just. 

But  the  issues  here  are  as  serious  as  they  were  then.  .  .  . 
We  say  that  in  the  event  of  war  we  will  do  thus  and  so.  We 
say  that  in  the  event  of  the  complete  collapse  of  government 
we  will  do  thus  and  so.  We  say  that  if,  after  achieving  power 
by  constitutional  means — I  would  have  thought  that  the  left 
would  have  attacked  this  part,  not  the  right,  if,  after  achiev- 
ing power  by  constitutional  means,  there  is  a  struggle  against 
us,  then  we  will  act  as  brave  men  ought  to.  Now  what  is 
there  in  that.  What,  but  what  Socialists  have  always 
said?  .  .  . 

We  live  in  a  time  when  the  Social  Democracy  of  Germany 
— Socialism's  Neue  Beginnen  Group,  the  Austrian  Social 
Democracy,  and  even  the  British  Labor  Party  have  adopted 
in  retrospect  resolutions  at  least  as  bold  as  this.  We  live  in  a 
time  when  audiences  in  churches  have  stood  up  and  have 
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openly  announced  that  they  were  not  going  to  support  war 
and  would  register  their  objection  to  war  in  advance.  Shall 
not  the  Socialist  Party  do  as  much?  What  is  it  that  we  are 
being  asked  to  do?  Simply  this:  first  of  all  we  are  asked  to 
present  a  declaration  of  principles,  that  deals  with  the  things 
people  want  to  know  about.  Most  folks  know  that  Socialists 
believe  in  certain  things.  They  don't  believe  in  capitalism; 
they  don't  believe  in  the  profit  system;  they  do  believe  in 
social  ownership.  But  they  are  saying  to  us:  what  are  you 
going  to  do  about  it?  And  now  for  the  first  time  in  the 
American  language,  in  language  that  supports  democracy, 
we  have,  thanks  to  Devere  Allen,  an  answer  that  we  are 
proud  to  stand  on,  to  the  kind  of  questions  we  shall  be 
asked.12 

Louis  Waldman,  who  was  emerging  as  the  old  guard's  fore- 
most leader  and  who  was  an  orator  in  his  own  right,  made  a 
powerful  reply  to  Thomas'  arguments: 

Let  me  answer  another  statement  which  sounds  well  from 
the  platform,  but  in  fact  is  untruthful.  My  eloquent  friend, 
Norman  Thomas,  made  a  plea,  a  plea  I  love  to  hear  him 
make,  that  we  are  opposed  to  the  carnage,  the  cruelty  of 
war.  Good  Heavens!  Is  there  a  man  or  a  woman  in  this 
convention  that  doesn't  agree  with  him?  Is  there  a  man  or 
a  woman  who  will  not  join  him  in  a  cry  against  war?  What 
we  are  opposing  is  not  a  protest  against  war,  and  that  is 
what  speakers  like  Norman  Thomas  present  to  you — a  pic- 
ture not  of  the  revolution  but  of  a  common  aspiration,  and 
its  sounds  plausible.  We  aspire  to  the  day  when  we  can  have 
a  great  sentiment  opposed  to  war,  but  what  we  oppose,  com- 
rades, is  writing  into  a  Declaration  of  Principles  a  resolution 
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which  will  bind  us,  fetter  us,  paralyze  us,  and  frustrate  our 
efforts  to  build,  in  the  U.S.,  a  public  opinion  opposed  to  the 
cruelties,  the  disasters  and  the  carnages  of  war.  That  is  why 
we  are  opposed  to  this  resolution.13 

Finally,  when  the  debating  was  over,  the  Declaration  of 
Principles  was  referred  to  the  assembled  delegates  for  their 
approval  or  disapproval.  They  indicated  their  support  of  the 
Declaration  of  Principles  by  a  "weighted  membership"  vote 
of  10,822  to  6,512.  The  talk  of  split  was  so  prevalent,  however, 
that  both  sides  agreed  to  refer  the  Declaration  of  Principles  to 
a  membership  referendum  vote  upon  the  petition  of  25  per  cent 
of  the  delegates  to  the  convention.  The  convention  also  elected 
a  National  Executive  Committee  composed  largely  of  Thomas 
supporters. 

The  close  of  the  Detroit  meeting  marked  an  end  to  the 
wrangling  on  the  convention  floor,  but  it  was  only  the  begin- 
ning of  the  protracted  and  bitter  struggle  for  control  of  the 
Socialist  party.  Detroit  signified  a  breach  in  the  ranks  of  Ameri- 
can socialism  that  was  never  to  be  healed.  As  was  a  foregone 
conclusion,  the  final  decision  concerning  the  Declaration  of 
Principles  was  referred  to  the  party  membership  at  large.  Thus 
each  of  the  two  opposing  groups  at  the  convention  prepared 
to  wage  a  campaign  to  convince  the  rank-and-file  members  of 
the  soundness  of  their  respective  positions.  Each  side  issued  a 
formal  summarization  of  its  stand.  The  "Statement  for  the 
Majority  in  Defense  of  the  Declaration  of  Principles"  was  as 
follows : 

We  live  in  a  time  of  obvious  and  acute  world  crisis.  At 
no  period  since  191 8  has  the  menace  of  new  war  been  so 
serious.  We  dare  not  risk  confusion  in  our  ranks  when  an 
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American  emergency  arises,  nor  hope  successfully  to  cope 
with  a  well  prepared  opposition  unless  we  are  equally  well 
prepared  to  act. 

The  new  conditions  make  a  more  resolute,  aggressive,  and 
revolutionary  policy  imperative  for  Socialism.  The  proposed 
declaration  is  in  line  with  the  development  of  socialist  thought 
all  over  the  world.  The  Socialist  Party  of  America  cannot 
lag  behind. 

From  the  debate  published  as  a  supplement  to  the  Ameri- 
can Socialist  Quarterly  and  from  a  careful  reading  of  the 
declaration  itself,  it  can  easily  be  seen  that  it  does  not  call  for 
illegal  action,  terroristic  acts,  or  the  abandonment  of  the 
democratic  way.  The  declaration  expresses  our  faith  in  eco- 
nomic and  political  democracy,  but  recognizes  the  fact  that 
in  countries  where  democracy  really  became  dangerous  for 
capitalism,  it  was  capitalism  itself  that  abolished  it.  For  this 
eventuality,  socialists  must  prepare.  As  to  legality  it  is  the 
opinion  of  a  group  of  eminent  lawyers  that  the  declaration 
does  not  violate  the  law  and  is  not  inhibited  by  any  statute.14 

The  "Statement  for  the  Minority  in  Opposition  to  the  Dec- 
laration of  Principles"  read: 

As  a  statement  of  basic  principles,  the  document  is  inade- 
quate and  confused.  Approval  of  its  closing  paragraphs 
would  end  our  normal  political  activity  and  turn  our  party 
into  an  underground  organization.  Space  permits  bare  men- 
tion of  its  worst  features. 

Existing  democracy,  incomplete  though  it  be,  is  immensely 
valuable  to  the  workers,  through  whose  struggles  it  has  been 
won.  Let  communists  and  fascists  call  it  "bogus."  Our  duty 
is  to  defend  and  to  perfect  it. 

The  pledge  to  support  any  "comrade"  coming  into  con- 
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flict  with  the  law  by  any  anti-war  activity  invites  fanatics  and 
provocators  to  join  the  party  and  involve  it  in  responsibility 
for  acts  inconsistent  with  socialist  principles.  It  is  also  an 
incitement  to  unlawful  acts.  Such  incitement  is  itself  a  crime, 
for  which  courts  could  hold  every  party  member  liable. 

The  threat  to  establish  minority  government  when  capital- 
ism "collapses"  is  ambiguous.  ...  It  is  dangerous  because 
it  challenges  the  majority  to  crush  the  party  before  it  gains 
strength,  and  because  membership  in  an  organization  avow- 
ing illegal  purposes  is  in  several  states  a  penal  offense. 

Defeat  this  document  and  thus  retain  the  sound  and  clear 
declaration  of  1924.15 
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After  the  Detroit  convention  Thomas  naturally  became  in- 
volved in  the  struggle  to  secure  the  acceptance  of  the  Declara- 
tion of  Principles  by  the  party  membership.  His  correspondence, 
however,  indicates  that  he  sensed  the  seriousness  of  the  situa- 
tion and  that  he  was  attempting,  though  not  very  successfully, 
to  patch  up  the  rift  that  was  widening  within  the  party.  One 
of  his  first  moves  was  to  write  a  warm  and  conciliatory  note  to 
Louis  Waldman,  reminding  him  of  their  years  of  working  to- 
gether and  telling  the  old-guard  leader  that  he  was  still  mind- 
ful of  the  fact  that  it  was  Waldman  who  had  twice  nominated 
him  for  the  Presidency.  Moreover,  Mr.  Thomas  ventured  the 
opinion  that  they  should  be  able  to  continue  to  work  together 
in  the  same  organization. 

Thomas'  plea,  however,  fell  upon  deaf  ears.  After  agreeing 
as  to  the  pleasantness  of  their  past  relationship,  Waldman  wrote 
frankly,  in  reply:  "Upon  sober  reflection,  I  feel  more  con- 
vinced than  ever  that  only  bitter  partisanship  and  factional 
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loyalty  could  have  made  you  support  that  Declaration  of  Prin- 
ciples. I  have  no  other  explanation  for  it.  I  certainly  cannot 
believe  that  you  changed  your  convictions  on  the  question  of 
violence  and  illegality  over  night;  and  I  know  from  the  many 
years  that  we  worked  together  that  you  never  held  those 
views."  16 

Waldman's  charges  cannot  be  easily  dismissed.  There  is 
nothing  in  Thomas'  previous  writings  or  speeches  to  indicate 
that  he  could  have  gone  along  ideologically  with  the  philosophy 
announced  in  the  Declaration  of  Principles.  Perhaps  his  will- 
ingness to  support  the  resolution  cannot  be  explained  so  much 
in  terms  of  "loyalty"  to  the  militant  faction  as  in  terms  of  the 
disgust  that  he  felt  for  the  old  guard. 

Some  of  Thomas'  bitterness  toward  the  old  guard  is  re- 
flected in  a  letter  that  he  wrote  during  the  same  period  to 
Charney  Vladeck,  who  was  personally  close  to  both  Thomas 
and  the  old-guard  leaders.  His  tone  is  more  candid  and  less 
compromising  than  in  his  letter  to  Waldman.  "I  want  party 
harmony  or  as  much  of  it  as  we  can  have,"  he  declared,  "but 
I  can't  for  the  life  of  me  see  that  we  can  afford  to  purchase  party 
harmony,  or  indeed  that  we  could  get  it  at  all  by  a  policy  of 
knuckling  under  to  a  small  group  armed  with  a  bludgeon, 
financial  or  otherwise."  17 

Vladeck  wrote  an  interesting,  thoughtful,  and  almost  touch- 
ing reply : 

Comrade  Thomas,  you  know  how  deeply  and  sincerely 
I  have  been  attached  to  you.  You  know  how  much  I  sacri- 
ficed in  order  to  protect  your  leadership.  You  failed  at 
Detroit,  and  it  is  now  up  to  you  to  assist  in  a  new  orientation. 
Before  the  Declaration  of  Principles  goes  to  the  members 
for  a  referendum,  it  must  be  clarified  and  modified.  If 
possible  some  of  us  should  be  consulted  on  the  manner  in 
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which  it  can  be  done  without  violating  the  proprieties.  I 
consider  the  situation  very  grave.  With  all  our  faults  and 
deficiencies,  o£  which  you  know  I  am  thoroughly  aware,  it 
is  the  older  comrades  who  are  still  the  backbone  of  the  party. 
It  is  still  the  "Forward"  that  gives  the  Party  votes  on  election 
day.  And  it  is  still  the  old  timers  with  whom  Socialist  work 
is  not  merely  a  duty  or  an  adventure,  but  a  vocation.18 

Thomas  answered  Vladeck: 

I  am  afraid  however  that  the  action  of  the  right  wing  has 
made  it  altogether  too  late  to  try  to  do  what  you  suggest. 
The  extraordinary  lengths  to  which  the  right  wing  or  some 
spokesmen  for  it  have  gone  in  personal  abuse,  misrepresenta- 
tion, in  implied  threat  of  split,  have  created  a  situation  which 
to  my  mind  makes  a  modification  of  the  Declaration  look 
like  capitulation  and  which  would  certainly  antagonize  as 
many  as  it  could  possibly  win.  May  I  point  out  that  these 
tactics  originated  on  the  right,  not  on  the  left.  They  began 
with  Louis  Waldman's  remarkable  release  to  the  capitalistic 
press.  They  extended  to  articles  in  the  "Forward"  which,  if 
they  have  been  correctly  translated  for  me,  show  not  a  chem- 
ical trace  of  Socialism  and  very  little  spirit  of  fairness.  They 
include  the  organization  of  a  committee  for  the  preserva- 
tion, mind  you,  not  of  a  point  of  view  but  of  the  Socialist 
Party,  to  which  committee  I  understand,  there  has  been 
pledged  from  $5,000  to  $50,000  by  a  group  which  has  not  yet 
been  able  to  raise  its  modest  quota  for  the  National  Drive 
for  Socialist  work.  How  is  it  possible  to  yield  to  this  sort  of 
bludgeoning  and  retain  one's  self  respect  or  the  respect  of 
others?  ...  I  think  the  Declaration  will  strengthen  rather 
than  weaken  Socialist  morale  in  the  country.  Conceivably  I 
may  be  mistaken,  but  I  am  not  mistaken  about  the  tactics 
that  the  rights  have  employed.19 
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Though  Thomas  rejected  Vladeck's  suggestion  about  re- 
writing the  resolution,  he  had  already  proposed  to  Leo  Krzycki, 
a  vice  president  of  the  Amalgamated  Clothing  Workers  and 
also  chairman  of  the  National  Executive  Committee  of  the 
Socialist  party,  that  something  be  done  to  allay  the  fears  of  the 
old  guard.  "It  might  be  a  good  plan,"  he  suggested,  "for  the 
N.E.C.  to  adopt  a  careful  statement  reiterating  the  historical 
Socialist  opposition  to  physical  force,  anarchy,  and  terrorism. 
This  might  meet  the  fear  of  some  comrades  who  seem  to  be- 
lieve that  we  are  committed  to  the  support  of  it."20 

Two  weeks  after  the  delegates  left  Detroit,  Thomas  attempted 
publicly  to  minimize  the  gravity  of  the  situation.  In  this  con- 
nection he  wrote  in  his  weekly  column  in  the  New  Leader, 
which  was  at  that  time  the  official  organ  of  the  Socialist  party : 

One  of  the  gratifying  things  about  the  discussion  of  the 
Declaration  of  Principles  here  in  New  York  is  that  already 
sober  second  thought  is  asserting  itself  and  that  group  after 
group  in  the  party  is  declaring  itself  explicitly  against  wild 
rumors  of  split  which  unfortunately  were  being  circulated 
and  reached  the  ears  of  capitalist  reporters.  I  think  there 
will  be  no  more  intemperate  discussion  of  the  declaration 
in  the  capitalist  press.  Whatever  happens  to  this  particular 
Declaration  of  Principles,  the  Socialist  Party  is  going  to  stick 
together  in  order  to  assert  leadership  in  a  mighty  movement 
of  city  workers  and  farmers  in  these  critical  days  of  struggle 
against  fascism.  We  have  been  together  too  long  to  divide 
now  on  a  question  of  how  to  say  what  in  their  hearts  most 
Socialists  agree  ought  to  be  said.21 

Thomas'  reassuring  words  were  hardly  in  keeping  with  the 
realities  of  the  situation.  The  chasm  between  the  two  Socialist 
factions  was  becoming  increasingly  wider;  bitterness  was  grow- 
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ing  on  both  sides.  Daniel  Bell,  in  his  "The  Background  and 
Development  of  Marxian  Socialism  in  the  United  States,"  has 
colorfully  and  accurately  described  the  situation : 

The  passage  of  the  Detroit  declaration  unloosed  a  civil 
war  in  the  Socialist  Party  and  many  members  welcomed  the 
party  strife.  "Capitalism,"  after  all,  was  an  abstract  enemy, 
speaking  on  street  corners  was  dull,  arguing  with  uncon- 
vinced workers  tedious.  Here  the  struggle  was  real,  the 
enemy  tangible,  and  most  important,  victory  promised  or- 
ganizational power.  For  a  year  and  a  half  guerrilla  warfare 
raged  in  the  party  to  the  exclusion  of  almost  all  other  prob- 
lems. Meetings  of  the  branches  and  of  the  city  central  com- 
mittees became  battles  planned  weeks  in  advance.  Letters, 
telegrams,  and  communiques  would  call  members  to  cau- 
cuses; debates  at  meetings  would  rage  fiercely  for  hours  and 
spill  over  into  the  neighboring  cafeterias  until  the  small  hours 
of  the  morning.  Youngsters  boned  up  eagerly  on  Marx,  Lenin, 
Kautsky,  and  tirelessly  locked  phrases  over  long  windy  reso- 
lutions on  "the  road  to  power."  All  world  history  was  ran- 
sacked for  glittering  metaphors,  while  in  the  corridors,  petty 
gossip  would  zestfully  circulate  regarding  one  or  another 
party  leader,  spies  were  planted  in  the  opposing  ranks  and 
membership  lists  were  packed.  The  barricades  of  Petrograd 
were  being  repeated  in  New  York,  especially  one  evening 
when  the  Old  Guard  abruptly  raided  the  Yipsel  offices  in 
the  Rand  School  and  snapped  new  locks  on  the  doors.  Nor 
was  this  a  mimetic  debate.  Capitalism  was  doomed;  the 
only  problem  at  hand  was  to  capture  the  Socialist  Party,  issue 
the  correct  manifestoes,  and  victory  would  be  assured.22 

The  "civil  war"  developed  into  a  public  battle  of  words.  The 
old  guard  issued  a  propaganda  paper  entitled  Socialist  Voice. 
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Its  masthead  included  the  names  of  Jasper  McLevy,  mayor  of 
Bridgeport,  Connecticut;  James  H.  Maurer,  Thomas'  running 
mate  in  1928  and  1932;  Algernon  Lee,  the  Rand  School  direc- 
tor; and  Charles  Solomon,  prominent  New  York  Socialist. 
It  carried  a  lead  story  entitled  "30  Reasons  Why  the  Declara- 
tion Should  Be  Defeated."  23  Included  among  the  more  im- 
portant reasons  listed  were:  that  the  Declaration  of  Principles 
broke  with  party  traditions;  that  it  would  lead  the  party  upon 
the  violent  road;  that  it  would  create  an  unlawful  movement; 
that  it  discredited  democracy;  that  it  would  promote  chaos 
within  the  party;  that  it  was  equivalent  to  the  acceptance  of 
fascistic  and  communistic  methods;  and,  finally,  that  it  would 
alienate  the  labor  movement.  The  Socialist  Voice  also  carried 
a  statement  by  Reverend  John  Haynes  Holmes,  an  old  friend 
of  Thomas'  and  an  important  leader  in  the  American  pacifist 
movement,  in  which  he  bitterly  denounced  the  Declaration  of 
Principles  and  Mr.  Thomas: 

The  Detroit  Declaration  of  Principles  is  Communism,  pure 
and  simple.  ...  I  am  utter-opposed  to  the  Declaration  and 
hope  that  it  will  be  defeated  in  the  referendum.  It  is  foolish 
and  rather  pitiful  for  Norman  Thomas  to  say  that  there 
must  be  no  split  in  the  party.  The  Declaration,  of  course, 
makes  a  split  inevitable.  If  the  Declaration  is  carried  in  the 
referendum,  then  all  socialists  who  believe  in  democracy  and 
cherish  pacifist  principles  and  ideals  must  get  out  of  it.  If, 
on  the  other  hand,  the  Declaration  is  defeated,  then  its  pro- 
ponents must  go  over  to  Communism,  where  they  belong. 

The  Detroit  convention  was  as  futile  as  an  ecclesiastical 
council  and  as  fatal  to  true  Socialism  as  such  councils  have 
been  fatal  to  true  Christianity.  Its  work  must  be  undone  be- 
fore we  can  move  an  inch  forward  to  our  goal.24 
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The  most  bitter  and  largely  scurrilous  piece  of  literature  to 
be  published  in  this  verbal  battle  was  a  pamphlet,  Some  Pages 
of  Party  History,  by  James  Oneal,  a  leading  old-guard  mem- 
ber and  at  the  time  the  editor  of  the  New  Leader.  Writing  his 
pamphlet  in  the  characteristic  radical  polemical  style,  he  estab- 
lished a  major  thesis  that  the  militants  constituted  a  pseudo  left. 
The  old  guard,  he  argued,  strangely  enough,  represented 
bona  fide  Marxism.  What  were  the  militants  in  actuality  ?  They 
were  indeed  not  radicals  at  all;  they  were  basically  liberals  and 
reformists  who  were  playing  at  the  game  of  revolution.  Where 
did  these  middle-class  playboys  come  from?  It  was  their  mis- 
fortune, in  Oneal's  view,  to  have  come  from  colleges,  univer- 
sities, and  theological  seminaries  rather  than  from  the  working 
class  itself.  He  scorned  the  League  for  Industrial  Democracy, 
whose  members  had  such  origins  by  and  large;  he  charged 
that  the  L.I.D.,  of  which  Thomas  was  codirector,  functioned 
as  a  rival  organization  to  the  Socialist  party  and  that  it  thus 
drained  energies  and  funds  from  the  latter.  Running  through 
the  whole  of  his  pamphlet,  of  course,  was  the  idea  that  the 
militant  caucus  was  infiltrated  by  the  Communists.  His  major 
plea  was  for  a  genuine  working-class  party  that  was  not  cor- 
rupted by  middle-class  intellectuals.  If  the  militants  had  re- 
deeming qualities,  Oneal  was  not  willing  or  able  to  discover 
them,  but  of  their  defects  he  wrote  with  relish: 

One  type  is  the  younger  militant  who  is  all  too  common. 
He  also  comes  from  the  middle  class  and  professional  families. 
Six  months  or  a  year  in  the  party  and  he  becomes  a  "theoreti- 
cian" swaggering  with  erudition.  One  immediately  under- 
stands that  the  Socialist  movement  began  when  he  joined 
it.  He  discusses  problems  with  the  gusto  of  one  who  has 
digested  everything  written  since  the  days  of  Marx.  He  is 
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an  expert  on  "tactics."  In  fact,  that  is  his  specialty.  He  solves 
problems  of  the  class  war  here  and  abroad  with  the  ease 
that  he  flicks  ashes  from  his  cigarette.  One  cannot  throw  a 
club  ten  feet  without  hitting  one  of  these  little  Trotzkys, 
Lenins,  and  Stalins.25 

Thomas'  pen  was,  of  course,  also  busy  during  this  period, 
but  nothing  that  he  wrote  at  the  time  was  in  the  nature  of  a 
polemic.  Indeed,  he  consistently  refrained  from  publicly  at- 
tacking the  old-guard  leaders  as  individuals;  and,  considering 
the  kinds  of  attacks  that  were  being  made  against  him,  his 
private  correspondence  was  amazingly  free  from  personal  abuse 
directed  against  the  opposition  leaders.  Oneal's  pamphlet  was 
in  large  measure  directed  against  him.  After  all,  Thomas'  back- 
ground and  those  of  the  persons  closest  to  him  in  the  party 
were  distinctly  middle-class  and  university;  their  orientation 
was  clearly  intellectual.  Thus,  as  Thomas  himself  was  to  point 
out,  the  fact  that  he  did  not  answer  Oneal  was  some  evidence 
of  his  desire  to  maintain  party  unity.  Also,  Thomas  wrote  a 
letter  to  James  Maurer,  not  asking  him  to  change  his  position 
on  the  referendum  but  urging  him  to  refuse  to  loan  his  name 
to  inflammatory  organs  such  as  the  Socialist  Voice. 

In  reflecting  upon  "What  Happened  at  Detroit,"  Thomas 
elaborated  the  reasons  for  his  support  of  the  Declaration  of 
Principles  in  the  World  Tomorrow  of  June  28,  1934.  He  wrote, 
in  part: 

I  like  the  Declaration  of  Principles  because  it  is  an  aggres- 
sive and  stirring  statement  of  Socialism.  It  does  not  borrow 
trouble  by  trying  to  answer  all  possible  questions  about  the 
future.  It  does  answer  some  questions  which  my  experience 
in  all  parts  of  America  convinces  me  that  we  must  answer 
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if  we  are  to  get  the  support  of  thoughtful  and  eager  spirits 
in  the  task  we  have  in  hand. 

The  Declaration  reiterates  Socialist  allegiance  to  peaceful 
and  orderly  methods  of  struggle,  and  to  democracy  in  in- 
dustry and  politics.  War  and  violence  are  neither  blessed 
nor  accepted  as  inevitable.  On  the  contrary,  it  is  because  war 
is  such  a  monstrous  evil  that  Socialists  are  determined  to 
offer  "mass  resistance"  to  it.  .  .  .  The  history  of  the  world 
might  have  been  different  and  infinitely  happier  if  the 
Socialist  parties  of  Europe  had  long  before  1914  set  out  to 
educate  and  organize  the  workers  for  a  refusal  of  conscript 
service  and  for  a  successful  strike  against  mobilization.  To 
establish  peace  means  to  change  the  system  which  breeds 
war.  To  prevent  particular  wars  while  we  change  the  sys- 
tem depends  more  upon  the  firm  opposition  of  masses  of 
workers  with  hand  or  brain  than  upon  any  panacea  a  capital- 
ist world  will  consider.  Hence  the  importance  of  our  warning 
to  our  lords  and  masters. 

I  have  repeatedly  said  and  written  that  Socialism  and 
democracy  each  requires  the  other  for  the  perfection  of  either. 
But  we  cannot  afford  to  put  or  seem  to  put  loyalty  to  a  me- 
chanical, nose-counting  type  of  capitalist  democracy  ahead 
of  loyalty  to  Socialism.  It  is  this  which  the  Declaration  says 
in  its  own  words.  It  contrasts  a  bogus  capitalist  democracy 
with  workers'  democracy  but  it  neither  says  or  implies  that 
American  capitalist  democracy  is  as  yet  equivalent  to  Fascism 
or  that  "workers'  democracy"  is  merely  another  way  of  say- 
ing dictatorship  of  the  proletariat.  If  it  does  not  yield  to  a 
Socialist  majority  at  the  polls,  or  if  the  capitalist  order  breaks 
down  in  general  collapse,  Socialists  will  not  say,  "There  is 
nothing  more  we  can  do  about  it,  we  hate  Fascism  but  we 
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must  accept  it."  It  says  that  we  will  use  the  solidarity  of  the 
workers  to  crush  antidemocratic  forces,  and  it  suggests  the 
general  strike  as  the  most  likely  weapon.  In  the  event  of  a 
complete  collapse,  we  will  not  try  to  carry  out  a  nose-counting 
election  in  a  lunatic  asylum,  but  if  we  have  power  will  es- 
tablish the  kind  of  rule  which  will  make  order  and  true 
democracy  possible.  In  so  saying,  the  Declaration  delivers 
us  from  the  criticism  of  futility.  It  is  thoroughly  in  line  with 
historic  socialism. 

Why,  then,  the  strenuous  attack  upon  the  Declaration  in 
Party  circles?  In  part,  that  attack  is  a  rationalization  of  the 
bitter  disappointment  of  the  Right-wing  Old  Guard  at  losing 
to  a  large  degree  its  control  over  party  machinery.  In  part 
it  is  a  rationalization  of  the  obsession  some  Socialists  have 
lest  any  departure  from  liberal  parliamentarianism  mean  a 
drift  to  communism. 

What  are  the  facts?  As  for  legality,  the  only  practical 
question  is  this :  Under  the  absurd  and  wholly  undemocratic 
laws  of  some  states  might  this  Declaration  be  used  to  involve 
the  party  and  tie  up  its  finances  and  energies  in  endless  crim- 
inal cases?  This  matter,  as  it  affects  phraseology,  is  being 
examined  by  a  committee  of  Socialist  Lawyers.  My  own 
opinion  is  that  possibly  the  Declaration  might  be  used  against 
Socialists  in  any  wave  of  anti-red  hysteria.  But  then  so  would 
any  Socialist  speech.  The  Declaration  of  itself  does  not  create 
the  danger  except,  perhaps,  as  the  extravagant  statements  of 
few  of  its  Socialist  critics  may  help  to  awaken  hysteria.  Of 
course,  if  and  when  a  New  World  War  comes  the  socialism 
that  is  not  illegal  will  not  be  true  socialism.26 

Thomas  was  quite  confident  that  the  Declaration  of  Principles 
would  be  passed  in  other  parts  of  the  country,  but  he  was 
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dubious  about  the  outcome  in  his  home  state  of  New  York. 
Moreover,  the  old  guard  was  becoming  increasingly  bitter 
toward  him  as  an  individual.  Thus  he  reported  to  Clarence 
Senior,  the  national  secretary  of  the  Socialist  party,  concerning 
the  1934  New  York  State  convention: 

After  one  of  the  most  disgraceful  conventions  you  have  any 
idea  of,  I  was  nominated  for  senator.  The  Old  Guard,  when 
Oneal  finally  declined  to  run  against  me,  stuck  grimly  to 
the  last  but  were  beaten  something  like  58  to  38.  For  my- 
self, of  course,  the  campaign  will  be  in  some  respects  a 
torture.  I  expect  to  go  off  on  my  own  in  a  car  as  much  as 
possible  to  try  to  speak  and  organize.  ...  I  expect  to  give 
the  fall  pretty  solidly  to  it.  .  .  .  Thank  God  you  don't  live 
in  New  York!  27 

Despite  his  feeling  of  discouragement,  he  was  still  intent 
upon  trying  to  lessen  the  intensity  of  the  conflict  with  the  old 
guard.  Accordingly,  he  wrote  a  letter  to  Charles  Solomon,  who 
had  been  nominated  by  the  old  guard  for  governor  at  the 
same  state  convention.  Thomas  tried  to  make  it  clear  to  Solo- 
mon that  his  reasons  for  not  supporting  the  gubernatorial 
candidate  were  not  personal  ones.  His  explanation  was  that 
he  had  reason  to  believe  that  Solomon  was  about  to  leave  the 
party,  and  he  wrote  that,  under  those  circumstances,  "I  could 
not  support  my  own  brother  for  nomination  to  a  high  office."  28 

Thomas  continued  to  support  the  Declaration  of  Principles 
with  vigor;  but,  whenever  he  wrote  or  spoke  about  it,  he  also 
included  some  words  calculated  to  promote  the  unity  of  his 
party.  For  instance,  in  September,  1934,  he  began  a  message 
that  he  sent  to  a  Socialist  meeting  at  Stevens  Point,  Wisconsin, 
by  saying  that  the  declaration  effectively  asserted  Socialist 
opposition  to  war  and  fascism;  but  he  closed  by  pointing  out 
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that  it  was  "a  kind  of  insanity  for  people  who  want  to  organize 
the  workers  now  for  Socialism  and  make  the  best  use  they 
can  of  such  democratic  tradition  as  we  now  have  to  split  be- 
cause we  cannot  agree  about  what  may  be  necessary  in  future 
contingencies  that  the  wisest  of  us  cannot  wholly  foresee."29 

The  confidence  of  Thomas  and  the  militants  concerning  the 
outcome  of  the  referendum  proved  to  be  justified.  On  October 
17, 1934,  it  was  announced  that  the  party  members  had  affirmed 
their  support  of  the  Declaration  of  Principles  by  a  vote  of  5,993 
to  4,872.  Yet  it  was  hardly  an  overwhelming  victory. 

Just  after  the  result  of  the  referendum  vote  was  reported, 
Thomas  sent  a  letter  to  Clarence  Senior,  with  whom  he  had  a 
very  close  personal  relationship  and  to  whom  he  always  ap- 
peared to  speak  with  the  utmost  frankness.  "The  right  wing 
is  very  sore,"  he  commented,  "but  somewhat  impotent.  I  do 
not  want  a  split.  I  think  that  we  shall  have  to  bear  that  in 
mind  in  negotiations  about  the  united  front  and  other  activ- 
ities. Our  problem  is  to  be  patient  without  capitulating  in  New 
York  to  a  minority.  .  .  ."  30 

Thomas  appeared  to  be  attempting  to  soften  the  blow  of 
defeat  for  the  old  guard.  Hence,  less  than  two  weeks  after 
the  referendum  vote  was  officially  announced,  he  sent  a  con- 
ciliatory message  to  the  members  of  the  New  York  State  Com- 
mittee, which  was  largely  old  guard  in  composition.  It  read, 
in  part: 

From  every  point  of  view  I  think  we  want  an  inclusive 
party  rather  than  an  exclusive  sect.  That  means  I  want  to 
see  men  in  the  party  both  to  the  right  and  to  the  left  of  my 
own  position.  We  don't  have  to  agree  on  everything  in  order 
to  work  together  toward  the  cooperative  commonwealth. 
It  is  for  that  that  we  should  plan  and  to  that  that  we  should 
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direct  our  energies.  Any  split  of  the  Party  will  be  suicide  for 
both  factions,  or  at  least  it  will  make  the  job  of  rebuilding 
enormously  difficult.31 

It  becomes  clear  from  the  above  that  Thomas  was  not  in- 
clined to  gloat  over  his  side's  victory  in  the  controversy  over 
the  Declaration  of  Principles.  Nor  was  he  interested  in  punish- 
ment and  vengeance,  as  were  some  of  his  fellow  Socialists  in 
both  factions.  By  December  of  1934,  it  was  obvious  that  he  had 
become  disgusted  with  some  members  of  both  groups.  In  an- 
other letter  to  Clarence  Senior  he  complained  that  it  was  "pretty 
hard  to  carry  on  the  work  of  the  Party  with  the  extreme  right 
and  the  extreme  left  both  crazy."  32 

What  were  Thomas'  attitudes,  as  1934  drew  to  a  close,  con- 
cerning the  strife  within  his  party,  and  what  kind  of  a  party 
was  he  interested  in  building?  Above  all,  he  was  still  deter- 
mined not  to  identify  himself  formally  with  any  faction  in  the 
party.  He  admitted  that  he  was  "most  nearly  sympathetic  with 
the  Militants,"  though  he  was  not  able  to  agree  "altogether 
with  their  theoretical  position."  Moreover,  he  was  convinced 
that  it  was  his  "duty,"  in  his  special  situation,  not  to  be  bound 
by  the  "caucus"  of  any  group.33  Whether  he  liked  it  or  not, 
however,  he  was  already  regarded  as  a  militant  by  most  of 
his  fellow  Socialists.  Yet  it  cannot  be  doubted  that  he  honestly 
did  not  consider  himself  as  such. 

He  was  hoping  to  build  "an  aggressive  Socialist  Party"  that 
would  "serve  as  an  inspiration  and  spear  head  for  a  great 
farmer-labor  movement."  He  believed  that  the  party  could  and 
"should  include  men  and  groups  who  conceivably  may  be 
forced  later  on  to  part  company  on  some  important  questions 
of  tactics,"34  and  he  also  realized  that  "the  party"  had  "to 
guard  itself  against  the  .  .  .  dangers  of  an  extreme  romantic 
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revolutionary  insurrection."35  But  the  philosophy  of  this  or 
that  faction  was  not  what  disturbed  him  most;  his  constant 
complaint,  as  indicated  in  a  letter  of  December,  1934,  was 
about  the  organizational  deficiencies  of  the  Socialist  party: 

My  own  great  concern  about  the  party  is  lack  of  efficiency 
and  I  think  that  to  get  greater  efficiency  we  sometimes  have 
to  struggle  for  changes  in  the  party  machinery  and  person- 
nel. None  of  us  as  an  individual  and  no  group  is  as  efficient 
as  might  be  desired.  In  general,  however,  I  am  bound  to  say 
that  in  most  places — not  everywhere — the  hand  of  the  Old 
Guard  upon  us  tends  to  become  a  kind  of  dead  hand  on  the 
Party.  I  am  making  a  generalization  of  the  sort  that  un- 
fortunately has  to  be  made,  though  it  ought  to  be  made  with 
caution.36 

Thus,  Thomas  felt  it  important  that  the  old  guard  should  not 
control  party  organization.  Despite  his  reservations  with  re- 
gard to  the  militant  outlook,  he  looked  to  them  with  hope  be- 
cause of  their  youthfulness  and  because  he  believed  that  they 
possessed  efficiency,  energy,  and  enthusiasm — qualities  that 
the  old  guard,  in  his  judgment,  conspicuously  lacked. 

Time  widened  rather  than  healed  the  breach  that  had  devel- 
oped within  the  Socialist  party  as  the  struggle  for  party  control 
became  intensified  during  the  passing  days  and  months  of 
1935.  Thomas  was  increasingly  barraged  by  vituperative  letters 
from  old-guard  partisans,  to  which  he  generally  replied  with 
an  amazing  degree  of  restraint.  It  would  seem  he  was  deter- 
mined not  to  answer  his  detractors  in  kind.  For  example,  his 
reply  to  an  especially  slanderous  and  bitter  letter  in  which  he 
was  called  "a  tool  of  the  militants"  was,  in  part: 

I  belong  to  no  faction  and  do  my  best  to  serve  a  party 
which  is  destroying  day  by  day  its  chance  of  usefulness  by 
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the  absorption  in  the  internal  struggle  o£  the  sort  your  letter 
indicates.  I  cannot  tell  you  how  much  harm  has  been  done 
by  the  tactics  sometimes  employed  by  the  Forward,  by  the 
New  Voice,  and  which  find  their  echo  in  your  pages.  Your 
definition  o£  tool,  probably,  is  anyone  who  does  not  agree 
with  a  comparatively  small  group  in  the  Party  which  claims 
proprietary  interest  over  it. 

In  February  of  1935,  Thomas  took  the  decisive  step  of  re- 
signing from  the  New  Leader,  which  was  then  the  official 
newspaper  of  the  Socialist  party  and  was  dominated  by  the 
old  guard.  "You  put  yourselves  above  the  Party,"  he  declared 
in  his  letter  of  resignation,  "and  are  no  longer  a  Socialist  paper 
in  the  sense  that  you  once  were."38  In  the  same  month  the 
militant  group  founded  its  own  newspaper,  the  Socialist  Call, 
to  which  Thomas  contributed  a  regular  column.  It  was  a  news- 
paper with  a  strange  masthead,  which  read:  "Official  organ 
of  the  Socialist  Party  of  Arkansas,  Illinois,  Missouri,  Ohio  and 
West  Virginia.  Endorsed  by  the  Socialist  Party  of  the  states 
of  Indiana,  Massachusetts,  and  Michigan,  and  by  the  Young 
People's  Socialist  League  of  America."39  It  became  the  voice 
of  those  segments  of  the  party  that  were  dominated  by  the 
militants. 

The  major  episodes  of  the  struggle  between  the  old  guard 
and  the  militants  took  place  within  the  New  York  environs, 
although  the  controversy  had  serious  ramifications  for  the 
Socialist  party  all  over  the  United  States.  But,  generally  speak- 
ing, outside  of  New  York  the  lines  that  divided  the  two  groups 
were  never  so  sharply  drawn,  and  the  controversies  were  not 
characterized  by  such  intense  bitterness. 

In  March,  1935,  the  militant-dominated  National  Executive 
Committee  of  the  Socialist  party,  which  had  been  elected  at 
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the  Detroit  convention,  officially  intervened  in  the  New  York 
State  controversy.  It  charged  that  the  old  guard  was  not 
adhering  to  the  Declaration  of  Principles  and,  furthermore, 
that  it  was  blocking  the  entrance  of  younger  persons  into  the 
party.  The  old  guard  was  apparently  working  on  the  fairly 
correct  assumption  that  all  young  party  members  were  poten- 
tial militants.  The  National  Executive  Committee  did  not 
merely  prefer  charges;  it  requested  that  members  of  the  New 
York  State  old  guard  appear  before  it  in  order  "to  show  cause 
why  the  state  organization's  charter  should  not  be  revoked 
and  the  state  reorganized."  40 

This  move  by  the  National  Executive  Committee  initiated 
long  months  of  legal  maneuvering  by  both  sides.  Some  at- 
tempts at  compromise  were  also  made,  of  which  the  most 
notable  was  that  of  Mayor  Daniel  W.  Hoan  of  Milwaukee. 
At  his  suggestion  the  National  Executive  Committee  issued  a 
statement  in  repudiation  of  "dictatorship  and  the  use  of  vio- 
lence" and  in  support  of  the  "doctrine  and  policies  of  democ- 
racy." Further,  it  specifically  made  ineligible  for  membership 
in  the  Socialist  party  "any  advocates  of  violence  and  com- 
munism."41 Obviously,  this  part  of  the  statement  was  an 
attempt  to  reassure  the  old  guard  that  the  party  was  not 
taking  the  violent  or  Communist  road.  Another  part  of  the 
Hoan  statement,  however,  insisted  that  the  New  York  State 
organization  would  have  to  allow  the  Young  People's  Socialist 
League  to  come  back  into  its  fold.  Furthermore,  it  stated  that 
party  members  who  made  "unauthorized  statements  to  the 
capitalist  press"  were  to  be  disciplined.42  From  the  enviable 
vantage  point  of  one  looking  back  at  the  past,  this  attempt  at 
compromise  seems  to  have  made  sense;  yet  it  apparently  came 
too  late,  for  neither  side  was  in  the  mood  for  conciliation. 

An  event  that  added  much  in  the  way  of  fuel  to  the  con- 
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flagration  was  Thomas'  decision  to  engage  in  a  public  debate 
with  Earl  Browder,  who  was  at  that  time  general  secretary  of 
the  American  Communist  party.  The  old  guard  defined  the 
debate  as  a  prelude  to  a  united  front  with  the  Communists  and 
feared  that  it  was  a  step  toward  organic  unity  between  the 
Socialist  party  and  the  Communist  party.  Thomas  justified 
his  decision  on  various  grounds :  From  a  strictly  practical  stand- 
point, he  argued  that  the  debate,  which  was  to  be  held  in 
Madison  Square  Garden,  would  bring  to  the  Socialist  party 
funds  that  were  sorely  needed,  as  it  was  to  be  sponsored  by 
the  Socialist  Call.  His  most  important  motivation  was  that  he 
considered  it  a  good  opportunity  to  clarify  publicly  the  Social- 
ist position  of  opposition  to  a  united  front  with  the  Commu- 
nists. Moreover,  he  wanted  to  eradicate  the  notion  that  Social- 
ists were  afraid  to  meet  Communists  in  debate  situations — an 
idea  which  he  believed  to  have  currency  among  the  younger 
party  members.  Also,  he  contended  that  the  proposed  debate 
did  not  conflict  with  traditional  party  policy,  because  he  had 
debated  with  Communists  on  many  previous  occasions.  On 
November  28,  1935,  Mr.  Thomas  announced  in  a  press  release: 

So  far  as  I  am  concerned,  tonight's  debate  will  be  a  genuine 
debate.  It  will,  I  trust,  be  a  constructive  debate.  We  are  not 
boxers  trying  for  victory  on  points  or  by  a  knock-out.  Com- 
munists and  Socialists,  however  sharp  their  past  and  present 
differences,  recognize  that  they  are  in  common  danger  from 
Fascism  in  America  and  if  it  is  by  any  means  possible  in- 
telligent Socialists  and  Communists  do  not  want  to  have  to 
learn  to  get  along  together  only  in  a  concentration  camp 
here  in  America.43 

In  its  assessment  of  the  debate,  the  New  Yor\  Times  re- 
ported: "Last  night  Mr.  Thomas  took  a  strong  stand  in  favor 
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of  democracy  against  dictatorship."44  But  Louis  Waldman, 
the  official  old-guard  spokesman,  came  to  no  such  conclusion; 
he  implied  that  it  was  a  debate  founded  on  mutual  love. 
Furthermore,  he  contended  that  Thomas  had  no  right  to  en- 
gage in  the  debate,  because,  according  to  a  National  Executive 
Committee  ruling,  Socialists  could  not  engage  in  united-front 
activities  without  first  gaining  the  consent  of  the  party  local 
to  which  they  belonged.  Since  the  New  York  City  party  or- 
ganization, which  was  old-guard-dominated,  of  course,  had 
never  granted  Thomas  such  permission,  there  would  seem  to 
have  been  some  substance  in  this  technical  charge  that  Wald- 
man made;  yet  Thomas'  participation  in  the  debate  was  not, 
strictly  speaking,  united-front  activity.  Indeed,  Thomas'  main 
consideration  in  agreeing  to  the  debate  had  been  to  try  to  ex- 
plain to  both  Socialists  and  Communists  why  he  thought  that 
a  united  front  was  inadvisable  at  the  time.  It  is  true,  however, 
that  he  did  not  believe  that  a  united  front  with  the  Commu- 
nists was  completely  out  of  the  realm  of  possibility  in  future 
times.  To  a  surprising  degree,  part  of  Waldman's  public  state- 
ment on  the  Thomas-Browder  debate  sounds  like  what  Thomas 
himself  was  to  say  over  and  over  again  in  the  years  to  come  on 
the  issue  of  unity  with  the  Communists: 

We  regard  unity  with  the  Communists,  either  on  specific 
or  general  issues,  as  suicidal  from  a  tactical  standpoint  and 
as  thoroughly  dishonest  as  a  matter  of  principle.  The  Social- 
ist Party  has  traditionally  and  constantly  adhered  to  the 
principles  of  democracy  and  freedom.  The  Communist  Party 
believes  in  dictatorship  and  the  suppression  of  civil  rights. 
Between  the  two  there  is  an  unbridgeable  gulf.4° 

In  the  days  that  immediately  followed  the  debate  between 
Thomas  and  Browder,  the  split  within  the  New  York  Social- 
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ist  party  was  taking  on  more  serious  proportions.  The  party's 
New  York  City  Central  Committee  was  literally  torn  apart. 
Resenting  its  old-guard  domination,  most  of  the  militant 
Socialists  bolted  the  group  and  established  a  rival  central  com- 
mittee— a  move  o£  which  Thomas  indicated  his  approval  by 
addressing  the  rump  committee.  Matters  progressed  to  the 
point  of  discussion  in  old-guard  circles  about  expelling  Thomas 
from  the  New  York  party.  The  chairman  of  the  New  York 
Socialist  party,  Algernon  Lee,  and  its  secretary,  Julius  Gerber, 
issued  a  joint  statement  attacking  Thomas:  "It  is  regrettable 
that  Norman  Thomas,  against  his  own  better  judgment,  al- 
lowed himself  to  become  the  window  dressing  for  a  minority 
group  which  for  six  months  has  been  persistently  working  to 
split  the  party.  Instead  of  leading,  he  is  being  led."46 

To  suggest  that  Thomas  was  being  used  by  others  distorts 
the  truth,  but  there  is  no  doubt  that  he  was  receiving  advice 
from  many  quarters.  One  person  who  clearly  attempted  to  in- 
fluence him  at  the  time  was  Maynard  Kreuger,  a  young  pro- 
fessor of  economics  at  the  University  of  Chicago  who  was  to 
be  Thomas'  running  mate  in  the  presidential  campaign  of 
1940.  Eventually,  he  became  second  in  importance  only  to 
Thomas  as  a  leader  of  the  Socialist  party.  Kreuger  was  an 
avowed  militant  and  tried  consistently  to  encourage  Thomas 
to  take  a  more  adamant  position  in  his  relations  with  the 
old  guard.  Even  though  the  militants  had  a  majority  in  the 
National  Executive  Committee,  including  Kreuger  himself, 
the  committee's  orientation  was  not  sufficiently  anti-old  guard 
to  satisfy  the  young  professor.  Hence,  early  in  December  of 
1935  he  wrote  to  Thomas  in  the  following  vein: 

If  the  N.E.C.  does  not  quickly  take  the  necessary  steps  to 
back  up  you  and  the  Militants  by  eliminating  Waldman  and 
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his  like  from  the  party,  I  intend  to  resign  from  the  N.E.C. 
and  fight  at  the  next  convention  as  a  resigned  member.  I 
suggest  January  31st  as  a  reasonable  time  limit.  I  am  pro- 
posing this  to  Coolidge,  Leo,  Powers,  and  Franz.  Will  you 
join  us  in  the  move,  and  let  us  make  it,  that  is,  let  us  take  the 
initiative  in  threatening  resignation?  I  am  quite  prepared  to 
go  all  the  way  through  with  it  if  the  threat  does  not  get  us 
a  substantial  majority  for  reorganization  of  New  York  State 
by  the  N.E.C.  and  that  quickly.47 

Later  in  the  same  month  Kreuger  tried  once  again  to  per- 
suade Thomas  to  take  a  stronger  stand  concerning  the  old 
guard.  "We  can  dump  the  Old  Guard  now,"  he  wrote,  "with- 
out serious  defections  anywhere  except  in  New  York  and 
among  the  Finns.  If  we  act  now  we  can  still  stage  a  successful 
convention.  But  every  week  that  passes  will  be  a  handicap  to 
that  convention  unless  we  force  the  issue  now."  48 

It  is  impossible  to  say  what  effect,  if  any,  Kreuger's  prodding 
had  upon  Thomas'  attitude  toward  the  old  guard,  but  there 
is  no  doubt  that  Thomas  was  becoming  more  hostile  and  more 
uncompromising — a  fact  which  is  well  evidenced  by  his  state- 
ments during  December  of  1935.  In  a  memorandum  on  nego- 
tiations that  were  taking  place  at  the  time  between  the  old- 
guard  and  the  militant  groups,  he  wrote: 

I  am  aware  of  the  advantages  of  peace  if  it  can  be  honor- 
able. A  peace  which  looks  as  if  we,  however,  had  conceded 
anything  in  our  criticisms  of  the  Old  Guard  misleadership 
or  that  in  any  way  we  acknowledge  any  justice  in  the  usurpa- 
tion practiced  by  the  Old  Guard  misleadership  would  alienate 
the  people  who  must  build  a  real  Socialist  Party  and  confuse 
and  not  help  us  in  the  future.49 
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In  reply  to  a  letter  from  Charney  Vladeck,  one  of  the  few 
officials  of  the  Jewish  Daily  Forward  who  remained  personally 
close  to  Thomas  and  reasonably  sympathetic  with  the  militant 
position  in  the  controversy,  Thomas  suggested  that  he  was 
aware  of  the  "difficulties"  and  complications  that  would  arise 
in  the  Socialist  party's  relation  to  the  unions  if  the  internal 
conflict  continued.  "But  it  is  my  sober  opinion,"  he  declared, 
"based  on  many  hours  of  thought  by  day  and  night,  that  those 
troubles  are  not  as  great  as  the  continuance  of  the  dry  rot  in 
the  party  and  the  lack  of  enthusiasm  for  the  party  which  the 
old  situation  involved."50  He  indicated  his  disdain  for  the 
old  guard  even  more  vigorously  in  a  public  statement  of  the 
same  period: 

They  have  slandered  the  Party  and  sabotaged  its  national 
work. 

They  have  spent  their  energies  on  red-baiting,  assailing 
the  national  party  in  the  New  Leader,  Forward,  and  the 
Capitalist  press.  They  have  neither  money  nor  energy  to 
wage  a  proper  Socialist  political  campaign  or  to  help  in  the 
Socialist  fight  for  the  unemployed,  for  the  organization  of 
the  cotton  sharecroppers  or  for  the  defense  of  liberty  in 
Terre  Haute. 

Repeatedly  they  have  compromised  Socialist  principles  by 
a  labor  policy  which  is  merely  subservient  to  reactionary 
leadership  and  which  too  often  has  ignored  or  condoned 
racketeering. 

They  have  alienated  youth  and  turned  hopeful  recruits 
away  from  the  Party  in  disgust.51 

Despite  the  bitterness  of  his  words  and  the  lateness  of  the 
day,  Thomas  still  thought  of  himself  as  being  apart  from  the 
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militant  group.  He  was  dubious  concerning  their  notions  with 
respect  to  the  "road  to  power"  but  felt  that  they  had  the  right 
to  state  their  position  on  such  matters.  "You  can't  have  free 
discussion  in  the  party,"  he  wrote  to  a  Socialist  comrade,  "with- 
out permitting  men  and  women — even  youngsters — sometimes 
to  say  things  that  you  and  I  may  think  foolish  about  the 
future."52 

By  mid-December  of  1935  the  situation  in  New  York  was 
such  that  the  two  contending  Socialist  groups  were  reading 
each  other  out  of  the  party.  Each  claimed  that  it  had  the  sup- 
port of  a  majority  of  party  members  in  New  York  City  and 
State.  The  fact  that  the  controversy  was,  to  a  degree,  a  matter 
of  the  younger  persons  in  the  party  against  the  older  persons 
was  confirmed  by  the  alacrity  with  which  the  Young  People's 
Socialist  League  announced  its  allegiance  to  Thomas  and  the 
militant  group. 

Early  in  January  of  1936  the  National  Executive  Committee 
of  the  Socialist  party  took  official  action  on  the  New  York 
controversy:  It  revoked  the  state  charter  that  was  held  by  the 
old-guard  group  and  appointed  a  committee  to  administer 
party  affairs  in  New  York,  but  Thomas'  secessionist  group  was 
not  as  yet  given  official  recognition.  The  old  guard  suggested 
publicly  that  it  had  no  intention  of  recognizing  the  decision 
of  the  National  Executive  Committee,  on  the  ground  that  the 
action  was  unconstitutional.  The  issue  was,  in  effect,  put  to  a 
test  in  the  New  York  State  primaries  of  April  7,  1936,  when 
the  enrolled  Socialists  voted  to  send  a  predominantly  militant 
or  Thomas  delegation  to  the  national  convention.  The  final 
tally  indicated  that  New  York  State  would  send  thirty  left- 
wing  delegates,  six  old-guard  delegates,  and  seven  undesig- 
nated delegates.  After  the  primary,  Thomas  announced  that 
those  persons  who  had  fought  against  his  group  at  the  polls 
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were  still,  of  course,  welcome  in  the  party.  But  this  attempt  to 
soothe  hurt  feelings  had  little  significance  in  the  context  of 
the  bitterness  that  had  preceded  it. 

Bitter  Fruits 

The  last  chapters  of  the  struggle  between  the  old  guard 
and  the  militants  for  control  of  the  Socialist  party  were  enacted 
when  the  party  met  in  convention  in  May,  1936.  Two  dele- 
gations from  New  York,  one  headed  by  Louis  Waldman,  the 
other  by  Norman  Thomas,  asked  to  be  seated  at  the  conven- 
tion. Daniel  Hoan  tried  desperately  to  work  out  some  kind 
of  compromise  between  the  warring  factions.  He  suggested 
that  both  delegations  be  seated  and  that  each  delegate  be  ac- 
corded one  half  of  a  vote,  but  his  plan  unfortunately  went 
unheeded.  Only  one  man  at  the  convention,  Norman  Thomas, 
could  have  conceivably  effected  a  last-minute  compromise, 
but  he  had  no  such  inclination.  His  reply  to  Hoan's  proposal 
amounted  to  a  roundabout  but  unmistakable  rejection.  "The 
Old  Guard,"  he  declared,  "has  simply  walked  out  of  the  party. 
I  should  like  to  see  them  come  back  but  not  at  the  expense  of 
socialism.  I  am  not  the  dictator  of  the  matter.  I  don't  know 
what  the  convention  will  do,  but  I  am  personally  for  anything 
within  reason.  I  will  do  anything  for  party  unity  except  sacri- 
fice socialism."  53 

The  convention's  decision  was  foreseeable:  The  old-guard 
delegates  were  not  seated.  They  departed  from  the  convention 
and  at  the  same  time  from  the  Socialist  party.  Some  of  the 
persons  who  left  had  helped  to  found  the  party  in  1901,  and 
many  of  them  had  tears  in  their  eyes  as  they  walked  from  the 
convention  hall.  Waldman  announced  that  they  would  form 
a  new  party  based  upon  "social-democratic  principles  .  .  . 
and  devoted  to  genuine  Socialist  ideals  as  distinguished  from 
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Communist  doctrine  and  practices."54  Thomas  predicted  a 
dismal  political  future  for  those  who  were  leaving  the  party: 

I  can  almost  find  it  in  my  heart  to  be  sorry  for  them.  Some 
of  them  are  intelligent  enough  politically  to  know  that  what 
they  have  done  is  a  magnificent  gesture  and  certainly  not 
more. 

At  the  best  interpretation  it  is  a  mere  face-saver.  At  its 
worst  it  is  a  mere  spite  party  doomed  to  futility  unless  here 
and  there  it  can  pick  up  a  few  jobs  by  bargaining  with  the 
Democrats. 

Certainly  it  will  not  draw  any  support  on  the  one  hand 
from  practical  folks  or  on  the  other  hand  from  eager  young 
enthusiasts. 

It  may  hold  for  a  little  while  the  old,  who  live  on  past 
memories,  but  I  expect  that  the  best  of  them,  or  at  any  rate 
the  right  wing  Socialists  for  whom  they  profess  to  speak 
will  be  back  with  us.  Anyway  out  of  this  group  will  come 
no  new  party. 

Aside  from  any  question  of  political  bitterness,  it  would 
appear  that  Thomas  experienced  some  sense  of  relief  at  the 
old  guard's  departure.  It  was  common  knowledge  that  the 
old  guard  was  sorely  tempted  to  follow  the  political  lead  of 
the  top  officials  of  the  needle-trade  unions,  to  whom  it  was  tied 
emotionally  and  in  some  respects  economically.  David  Dubinsky 
of  the  International  Ladies'  Garment  Workers  Union,  Sidney 
Hillman  of  the  Amalgamated  Clothing  Workers  Union,  and 
Emil  Rieve  of  the  Hosiery  Workers  Union  had  already  de- 
clared their  support  of  Roosevelt  and  the  New  Deal.  Thomas 
reasoned  wisely  that  it  was  "far  better  for  the  Socialist  Party 
that  those  who  intend  actually  or  tacitly  to  support  Roosevelt 
should  be  outside  the  party."  56 
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The  old  guard  named  its  new  organization  the  Social 
Democratic  Federation.  Its  official  statement  of  principles  de- 
clared, "We  rely  for  the  attainment  of  our  aims  upon  the  use 
of  democratic  methods.  In  the  United  States  there  is  no  justi- 
fication for  a  resort  to  insurrection  and  violence,  nor  for  any 
open  or  veiled  propaganda  in  favor  of  preparation  for  such 
action."  57  "The  continued  implication,"  Thomas  replied,  "that 
the  Socialist  Party  as  opposed  to  this  little  group  advocates 
violent  insurrection  and  dictatorship  is,  of  course,  false."58 
"The  Social-Democratic  Federation  is  neither  Socialist,  Demo- 
cratic or  a  Federation,  but  merely  a  half-way  port  to  Tammany 
Hall,"  he  charged.59 

The  day  following  the  old  guard's  departure,  Thomas  was 
nominated  as  the  Socialist  party's  1936  candidate  for  Presidency 
of  the  United  States.  The  nomination  was  made  by  Harry  W. 
Laidler,  who  for  many  years  had  been  closely  associated  with 
Thomas  in  the  direction  of  the  League  for  Industrial  Democ- 
racy, and  seconded  by  Daniel  Hoan.  There  were  some  shouts 
of  protest,  including  objections  by  Jasper  McLevy,  but  in  the 
end  the  nomination  was  effected  by  almost  unanimous  consent. 
In  his  acceptance  speech  Thomas  anticipated  the  issues  he 
was  going  to  stress  during  the  course  of  the  campaign.  With 
his  customary  eloquence  he  hammered  away  at  Roosevelt  and 
the  New  Deal: 

Mr.  Roosevelt  has  not  delivered  us  from  poverty,  exploita- 
tion, and  war.  ...  In  short,  the  New  Deal  has  not  worked. 
Even  if  the  temporary  achievements  of  the  New  Deal  were 
infinitely  greater  than  they  are,  it  could  not  long  deliver  us 
against  the  relentless  threat  of  a  civilization  disintegrating  to 
war  or  a  new  cycle  of  wars,  to  a  new  birth  of  tyranny  in  a 
Fascist  form.  It  is  not  the  Old  Deal  that  has  failed  or  the 
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New  Deal  that  has  failed,  but  the  capitalist  rationalism  of 
which  both  are  the  expression.  .  .  .  Add  the  debits  and  the 
credits  of  the  New  Deal  with  as  optimistic  an  estimate  of 
the  credits  as  you  will,  and  the  sum  total  is  not  prosperity  or 
abundance  or  security  or  freedom  from  war  or  exploitation. 
It  is  not  even  an  organization  of  forces  assuredly  on  the 
march  to  these  great,  great  ends.60 

The  closing  of  the  1936  National  Convention  of  the  Socialist 
party  signified  a  victory  for  Norman  Thomas.  Theoretically, 
he  had  consolidated  his  leadership.  With  the  removal  of  the 
old  guard,  he  was  now  apparently  free  to  build  the  Socialist 
party  into  the  kind  of  a  political  instrument  that  he  desired  it 
to  be. 

The  victory  was  in  many  ways  a  hollow  one,  however,  and 
bitter  were  its  fruits.  The  Socialist  party  that  Thomas  now 
ostensibly  presided  over  had  lost  much  in  terms  of  power  and 
influence  between  its  1934  and  1936  national  conventions.  Many 
members,  who  had  become  disgusted  and  discouraged  by  the 
constant  internal  strife  during  these  years,  had  drifted  away. 
Between  September,  1934,  and  September,  1935,  official  party 
membership  declined  from  22,943  to  16,270.  It  has  been  esti- 
mated that  during  the  two  years  between  the  conventions  the 
Socialist  party  lost  about  40  per  cent  of  its  membership.  The 
old-guard  withdrawal  resulted  in  significant  membership 
losses  in  New  York,  Connecticut,  Massachusetts,  and  Pennsyl- 
vania and  in  the  loss  of  the  two  major  foreign-language  groups 
— the  Finnish  Socialist  Federation  and  various  Jewish  Socialist 
organizations. 

Probably  of  more  significance  than  these  membership  losses 
was  the  fact  that  the  party's  most  important  unofficial  subsid- 
iaries disaffiliated,  in  effect,  along  with  the  old  guard.  The 
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organizations  that  largely  severed  their  intimate  connections 
with  the  Socialist  party  included  the  Workmen's  Circle,  the 
Jewish  Daily  Forward,  radio  station  WEVD  in  New  York 
City,  and  the  Rand  School  of  Social  Science.  Furthermore,  the 
split  involved  the  general  disintegration  of  relationships  be- 
tween the  Socialist  party  and  the  leadership  of  the  various 
needle-trade  unions. 

Just  prior  to  the  opening  of  the  1936  National  Convention 
of  the  Socialist  party,  Norman  Thomas  commented  to  some  of 
his  followers  concerning  the  party  split  that  appeared  to  be  in 
the  offing.  "Personally  I  do  not  believe,"  he  wrote,  "that  a 
mere  defection  of  Old  Guard  groups  in  New  York,  Massa- 
chusetts, or  even  Pennsylvania  or  Connecticut  is  so  terribly 
serious."  61  Reinhold  Niebuhr  was  similarly  convinced  and  in 
the  winter  of  1936  reported  that  "...  In  New  York  there  is 
already  a  remarkable  burst  of  new  energy  in  the  party  since 
the  hand  of  the  Old  Guard  has  been  removed  from  the  wheel 
of  power."62  Such  optimism  was  hardly  justified  in  view  of 
the  pattern  of  future  events.  In  the  months  and  years  that  fol- 
lowed the  departure  of  the  old  guard,  by  virtually  every 
test  and  in  almost  every  part  of  the  country  the  Socialist  party 
underwent  unremitting  decline. 

Thomas  Answers  Ten  Questions 

Thomas  did  not  fully  recognize  the  disastrous  implications 
of  the  split  in  the  Socialist  party.  As  he  entered  his  third  presi- 
dential campaign,  his  spirits  were  high  and  his  morale  un- 
abated. Shortly  after  his  nomination  he  was  interviewed  by 
Willis  Thornton  for  an  article  entitled  "Smoking  Out  the 
Candidates,"  which  appeared  in  the  Cleveland  Press  (Ohio) 
on  June  3,  1936.  The  interview  focused  around  ten  questions, 
which  Thomas  readily  agreed  to  answer;  but  he  did  so  only 
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after  prefacing  his  answers  with  assorted  comments,  which 
were  as  revealing  of  his  thinking  and  his  mood  as  his  actual 
replies  to  the  questions: 

I'll  be  glad  to  answer  these  questions.  Of  course  they  are 
all  based  on  the  existing  order  of  capitalism,  in  which  I 
don't  believe.  But  if  a  Socialist  government  were  to  be  elected 
on  Nov.  3,  that  wouldn't  mean  Socialism  on  Nov.  4.  There 
would  have  to  be  a  period  of  transition  even  then,  of  cleaning 
up  the  problems  piled  up  by  decaying  capitalism. 

•  •        •        •        • 

Since  I  am  running  for  the  presidency,  it  is  only  fair  that 
I  answer  these  questions  as  to  immediate  measures  that 
would  be  taken  on  the  matters  covered  by  the  questions. 

•  •        •        •        • 

Socialists  this  year  will  be  expected  to  vote  the  Socialist 
ticket.  .  .  .  There  will  be  no  trucking  with  plans  like  voting 
for  Roosevelt  to  help  defeat  a  reactionary  Republican,  or 
trying  to  support  a  hastily-contrived  farmer-labor  party  with 
neither  farmers  nor  labor  behind  it.  No  "united  front"  with 
Communists  or  others. 

•  •        •        •        • 

The  plan  of  supporting  a  "liberal"  regime  to  keep  the 
reactionaries  out  has  been  exploded  by  experience.  I  voted 
for  Wilson  in  1916  because  "he  kept  us  out  of  war."  What  did 
we  get?  War.  The  German  Social  Democrats  voted  for 
Hindenburg  to  defeat  reaction.  What  did  they  get  ?  Hinden- 
burg  and  Hitler,  and  then  just  Hitler. 

•  •        •        •        • 

We  have  rejected  a  united  political  front  with  the  Commu- 
nists. If  they  should  decide  to  support  our  ticket  rather  than 
have  one  of  their  own,  of  course  we  can't  help  that.  But  I 
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want  to  make  it  clear  right  now  that  we  haven't  asked,  won't 
ask  and  don't  want  their  support,  and  that  they  will  have 
no  part  in  directing  our  campaign. 

Thomas  indicated  that  he  would  view  with  favor  a  Farmer- 
Labor  ticket  in  1940,  providing  that  it  was  organized  far  enough 
in  advance:  "It's  got  to  be  well  started  by  1938."  He  reiterated 
his  opposition  to  capitalism:  "...  I  must  make  it  clear  as  a 
Socialist  that  you  are  asking  me  how  to  run  a  capitalist  system 
in  which  I  do  not  believe."  63  Then,  "without  a  hem  or  a  haw," 
he  proceeded  to  answer  the  ten  questions  "almost  faster  than 
one  could  write  them  down." 

1.  Do  you  favor  balancing  the  budget?  If  so,  do  you  advo- 
cate reducing  relief  expenditures  or  increasing  taxes?  If  by 
taxes,  what  kind? 

Ideally,  yes.  Practically,  a  budget  so  far  out  of  balance 
can't  be  continued  much  farther  without  very  serious  infla- 
tion. It  is  ridiculous,  however,  to  talk  of  a  balanced  budget 
by  reducing  relief  expenditures  until  we  have  done  far  more 
than  we  have  up  to  now  to  get  rid  of  unemployment.  Taxes 
will  have  to  be  increased  and  the  increase  should  fall  on  in- 
comes, inheritances,  and  corporation  surpluses  (this  is  no 
endorsement  of  the  House  Bill) .  There  should  also  be  a  land 
value  tax  and  for  purposes  of  debt  reduction  and  for  hasten- 
ing Socialism,  a  graduated  capital  levy  rising  to  virtual  ex- 
propriation in  the  higher  brackets.  But  I  would  leave  Mellon 
enough  to  keep  him  out  of  the  poorhouse. 

2.  Should  relief  be  by  direct  cash  payments  or  as  wages? 
Should  relief  be  paid  for  and  administered  by  the  Federal 
Government  or  by  the  states,  or  both? 
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Relief  should  be  through  the  payment  of  the  prevailing 
wage  for  useful  work  wherever  it  is  possible  to  provide  use- 
ful work.  It  could  have  been  provided  on  a  much  greater 
scale  under  an  adequate  program  of  public  housing.  Direct 
relief  is  better  than  "made  work" — on  the  whole,  it  is  less 
destructive  of  morale.  It  is  hypocritical  nonsense  to  talk  of 
states  bearing  the  burden  of  relief.  In  their  present  hard- 
pressed  situation  only  a  few  could  do  it.  The  first  states  to 
holler  if  this  burden  were  returned  to  them  would  be  the 
Democratic  states-rights  states  of  the  South. 

3.  How  should  the  problem  of  permanent  unemployment 
and  care  of  the  aged  and  unemployed  be  handled? 

Through  adequate  social  security  legislation.  I  favor  in 
principle  the  Frazier-Lunden  Bill.  I  regard  the  present  secu- 
rity bill  as  an  insecurity  bill.  But  I  doubt  if  our  disintegrating 
capitalism  can  bear  the  cost  of  really  adequate  security. 

4.  Do  you  favor  further  devaluation  of  the  dollar  or  stabili- 
zation at  the  present  gold  content?  Do  you  believe  in  any 
form  of  currency  change,  currency  inflation  or  credit  in- 
flation, a  return  to  the  gold  standard,  or  a  managed  currency  ? 

I  am  entirely  opposed  to  currency  or  credit  inflation.  I 
believe  in  the  principle  of  a  managed  currency,  but  not  in 
the  form  of  any  of  the  plans  cranks  send  to  me.  I  do  not 
believe  that  under  the  present  system  we  are  likely  to  get 
an  effectively-managed  currency  without  ownership  of  the 
banks  and  credit  machinery.  I  am  opposed  to  further  compli- 
cation of  the  situation  by  continuing  the  unsound  silver 
purchase  policy  which  has  proved  so  disastrous  to  China. 
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5.  Do  you  favor  any  program  whose  aim  is  to  control  or 
fix  wages,  working  hours,  or  a  shorter  work  week? 

As  a  Socialist,  my  whole  interest  is  in  democratically-man- 
aged, socially-owned  industry  rather  than  in  control  by  gov- 
ernment of  private  industry,  but  as  things  are,  most  em- 
phatically I  do  favor  all  these  controls,  as  imperfect  means 
of  improving  the  unemployment  situation. 

6.  Do  you  favor  an  amendment  to  the  Constitution  au- 
thorizing the  Federal  Government  to  deal  with  economic 
and  social  problems,  national  in  scope,  or  in  limiting  the 
courts  as  to  their  rights  to  declare  laws  of  Congress  uncon- 
stitutional ? 

Emphatically,  yes!  Our  party  is  the  principle  advocate  of 
the  "farmers'  and  workers'  rights  amendment"  originally 
drafted  by  that  very  able  lawyer,  Morris  Hillquit,  and  intro- 
duced in  modified  form  by  Senator  Benson  and  Representa- 
tive Marcantonio. 

7.  Do  you  favor  modification  or  suspension  of  the  anti- 
trust laws  to  enable  businessmen  to  get  together  (a)  to 
agree  on  trade  practices,  (b)  to  agree  on  labor  relations, 
(c)  to  attempt  to  fix  prices? 

It  doesn't  interest  me  much.  Neither  the  anti-trust  laws 
nor  any  modification  of  them  will  work,  under  capitalism, 
for  any  desirable  social  ends. 

8.  What  is  your  remedy  for  the  farmers?  Do  you  favor 
the  curtailment  of  production,  industrial  or  agricultural? 
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I  do  not  favor  any  curtailment  while  the  legitimate  needs 
and  wants  of  Americans  are  unsatisfied.  For  the  farmer,  I 
believe  in  the  socialization  of  marketing  agencies,  agricultural 
councils  of  the  most  representative  farmers  on  the  use  of 
land,  socialization  of  the  great  plantations,  especially  those 
in  the  cotton  country,  to  be  cropped  co-operatively  under  ex- 
pert guidance.  In  general,  as  a  Socialist,  I  favor  abolition  of 
private  landlordism  and  occupancy  of  homes  and  one-family 
farms  on  the  basis  of  titles  based  on  actual  occupation  and 
use  of  the  property. 

9.  Are  you  in  favor  of  the  policy  making  reciprocal  trade 
treaties  to  encourage  foreign  trade  or  reduce  tariff  walls? 

Yes,  but  it  has  a  limited  usefulness. 

10.  Do  you  favor  a  policy  of  public  power  development, 
the  continuance  or  expansion  of  TVA  and  control  of  public 
utilities  through  the  utilities  holding  company  act? 

Yes,  but  if  a  Socialist  had  been  in  office,  he  would  not  have 
subjected  the  utilities  to  regulation  by  the  holding  companies 
act,  but  would  have  used  such  an  act  through  the  holding 
company  setup  to  take  over  the  utilities  of  the  country  for 
the  people.64 

Despite  the  dismemberment  of  his  party,  Thomas  was  reso- 
lute in  his  determination  to  conduct  a  vigorous  campaign — all 
difficulties  notwithstanding. 


Chapter  VI 
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There  can  be  little  doubt  that  Norman  Thomas  assumed  that 
the  old  guard's  departure  would  inaugurate  a  new  era  of 
peace  and  harmony  within  the  Socialist  party.  Such  an  as- 
sumption was  clearly  not  justified  by  the  party's  history  in  the 
years  that  followed.  Factionalism  within  the  party  was  to  con- 
tinue almost  unabated  after  the  1936  national  convention.  Com- 
munism, fascism,  the  New  Deal,  and  the  upsurgence  of  labor 
continued  to  be  the  situations  that  underlay  much  of  this  dis- 
sension. In  addition,  during  the  last  years  of  the  depression 
decade  another  source  of  conflict  was  the  question  of  whether 
or  not  America  should  intervene  in  World  War  II. 

The  Communist  issue,  which  had  enormously  complicated 
relationships  between  the  various  Socialist  factions  prior  to  the 
withdrawal  of  the  old  guard,  was  not  to  be  easily  resolved.  As 
early  as  August  of  1934  Thomas  had  argued  in  favor  of  an 
all-inclusive  Socialist  party.  He  was  strongly  inclined  to  wel- 
come the  various  unattached  radicals  into  the  party  in  order  to 
broaden  the  base  of  the  organization.  The  unaffiliated  radicals 
whom  he  had  in  mind  were,  in  the  main,  the  various  breeds  of 
former  Communists.  They  included  former  Trotskyites  as  well 
as  a  group  known  as  the  Communist  Party  Opposition,  led  by 
Jay  Lovestone  and  Benjamin  Gitlow,  who  had  been  key  mem- 
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bers  of  the  American  Communist  party  before  becoming  in- 
volved in  an  internal  struggle  with  William  Z.  Foster,  which 
was  arbitrated  in  Moscow  to  their  disadvantage.  Thomas  ad- 
mitted frankly  that  he  did  not  see  eye  to  eye  with  these  as- 
sorted radicals  on  many  important  issues,  but  he  was  convinced 
that  their  presence  would  improve  the  Socialist  party.  He  was 
especially  impressed  by  the  fact  that  many  of  them  had  had 
rather  extensive  experience  in  the  labor  movement. 

The  old  guard  had  vigorously  opposed  admitting  such  per- 
sons— even  if  they  had  formally  disaffiliated  from  the  Com- 
munist party.  While  the  old  guard  and  the  militants  were 
debating  the  advisability  of  an  all-inclusive  Socialist  party,  Ben- 
jamin Gitlow  and  Jay  Lovestone  were  carefully  observing  the 
struggle  and  issuing  condescending  public  statements.  Gitlow 
announced  that  he  and  his  followers  intended  to  join  the  Social- 
ist party  because  it  had  finally  abandoned  the  reformist  path 
and  had  become  a  revolutionary  party.  In  a  public  statement, 
Jay  Lovestone  suggested  that  the  Declaration  of  Principles  was 
"feeble"  and  "hesitant"  but  indicated  that  his  group  was  en- 
couraged by  recent  trends  in  the  Socialist  party  and  would  be 
glad  to  help  it  move  leftward.1 

In  November  of  1934  the  National  Executive  Committee  of 
the  Socialist  party  adopted  Thomas'  position  and  extended  an 
invitation  to  join  the  party  to  all  those  persons  who  believed  in 
"the  Cooperative  Commonwealth."  2  "To  gain  his  point,"  Louis 
Waldman  commented  bitterly,  "Norman  Thomas  is  apparently 
willing  to  make  a  saint  out  of  Stalin  and  a  mild  radical  out  of 
Trotsky.  He  has  suddenly  decided  that  there  is  no  difference 
between  Ben  Gitlow,  Communist  candidate  for  vice-president 
in  1924  and  1928,  and  his  followers  and  the  Socialist  Party."  3 
During  the  months  that  it  remained  in  the  party,  the  old-guard 
group  continued  to  oppose  the  all-inclusive  membership  policy 
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and  did  everything  within  its  powers  to  frustrate  its  implemen- 
tation. 

End  of  a  Dream 

When  the  old  guard  finally  severed  its  ties  with  the  party  in 
June  of  1936,  Thomas  and  his  followers  were  free  to  carry  out 
their  program  for  building  a  party  that  they  hoped  would  unify 
the  various  leftwing  forces  in  the  struggle  against  fascism.  The 
membership  of  the  Socialist  party  was  roughly  divided  into 
three  groups  in  the  period  that  followed  the  1936  convention. 
In  the  first  place,  there  was  the  militant  group,  which  was  be- 
coming increasingly  less  militant  in  its  policies  as  the  years 
passed.  Essentially,  it  was  led  by  Jack  Altman,  secretary  of  the 
New  York  party,  and  Paul  Porter,  of  Wisconsin.  Many  of  its 
members  were  inclined  toward  the  formation  of  a  mass  labor 
party;  they  were  eager  to  work  with  organizations  like  the 
American  Labor  party  in  New  York  and  the  Progressive  party  in 
Wisconsin.  Thomas  tended  to  agree  with  them  concerning 
the  advisability  of  co-operation  with  these  third-party  move- 
ments, but  a  rigid  party  policy  against  supporting  non-Socialist 
candidates  made  such  action  extremely  difficult. 

Secondly,  there  was  the  clarity  group,  which  was  composed  of 
some  former  militants  and  Revolutionary  Policy  Committee 
adherents  plus  an  assortment  of  other  leftists.  Its  leaders  were 
Herbert  Zam,  a  former  Communist,  and  Gus  Tyler,  then  editor 
of  the  Socialist  Call.  The  clarity  Socialists  were  skeptical  con- 
cerning the  peaceful  achievement  of  the  new  society.  Their 
language  was  traditionally  Marxist,  but  in  their  views  on  party 
organization  they  owed  more  to  Lenin  than  to  Marx.  They  op- 
posed a  broadly  based  labor  party  and  argued,  instead,  that  the 
Socialist  party  should  become  a  "revolutionary  vanguard"  group 
that  would  lead  the  masses.4 
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Thirdly,  there  was  the  appeal  group — the  Trotskyite  faction. 
Large  numbers  of  them,  at  Trotsky's  suggestion,  joined  the 
Socialist  party  individually  immediately  after  the  old  guard 
had  left  it.  These  disciples  of  Trotsky  were  in  an  instructive 
mood;  they  were  eager  to  give  direction  and  purpose  to  what 
they  believed  to  be  a  confused  and  wondering  Socialist  party, 
and  it  is  probably  true  that  they  were  better  educated  in  social- 
ist theory  than  were  most  of  the  Socialist-party  members  at  the 
time.  It  was  true,  also,  that  the  Trotskyites  did  not  join  the 
Socialist  party  in  good  faith — a  fact  which  was  made  abundantly 
clear  by  James  P.  Cannon,  their  leader,  in  his  The  History  of 
American  Trotskyism: 

...  I  never  encountered  anything  so  fabulous  and  fantastic 
as  the  negotiations  with  the  chiefs  of  the  "Militants"  caucus 
in  the  Socialist  Party.  They  were  all  transient  figures,  im- 
portant for  a  day.  But  they  didn't  know  it.  They  saw  them- 
selves in  a  distorting  mirror,  and  for  a  brief  period  imagined 
themselves  to  be  revolutionary  leaders.  Outside  their  own 
imagination  there  was  hardly  any  basis  whatever  for  their 
assumption  that  they  were  at  all  qualified  to  lead  anything 
or  anybody,  least  of  all  a  revolutionary  party  which  requires 
qualities  and  traits  of  character  somewhat  different  from  the 
leadership  of  other  movements.  They  were  inexperienced 
and  untested.  They  were  ignorant,  untalented,  petty-minded, 
weak,  cowardly,  treacherous  and  vain.  .  .  .  Our  problem  was 
to  make  an  agreement  with  this  rabble  to  admit  us  to  the 
Socialist  Party.  In  order  to  do  that  we  had  to  negotiate.  It 
was  a  difficult  and  sticky  job,  very  disagreeable.  But  that 
did  not  deter  us.  A  Trotskyist  will  do  anything  for  the  party, 
even  if  he  has  to  crawl  on  his  belly  in  the  mud.  We  got 
them  into  negotiations  and  eventually  gained  admission  by 
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all  sorts  of  devices  and  at  a  heavy  cost.  .  .  .  When,  a  little 
later,  the  leaders  of  the  Socialist  Party  began  to  repent  the 
whole  business,  wishing  they  had  never  heard  the  name  of 
Trotskyism  ...  it  was  already  too  late.  Our  people  were 
already  inside  of  the  Socialist  Party  and  beginning  their  work 
of  integrating  themselves  in  the  local  organizations.5 

Once  in  the  Socialist  party,  the  Trotskyites  proceeded  to  or- 
ganize themselves  as  a  party  within  a  party,  contrary  to  the 
assurances  of  co-operation  that  they  had  given  at  the  time  that 
they  were  seeking  admission.  They  even  went  as  far  as  publish- 
ing their  own  newspaper,  the  Socialist  Appeal.  The  general 
result  of  the  admission  of  the  Trotskyites  was  bedlam. 

Factionalism  within  the  Socialist  party  got  under  way  with 
a  new  fury.  Pamphlets  were  issued;  caucuses  were  organized; 
furious  debates  were  waged;  and  once  again  it  was  full-fledged 
fratricidal  war.  These  debates,  waged  primarily  by  the  party's 
leadership,  were  largely  concerned  with  the  labor-party  issue 
and  the  proper  course  to  follow  with  respect  to  the  Spanish 
Civil  War;  rank-and-file  members  were  alienated  by  the  con- 
stant bickering  in  the  party  and  were  leaving  it  in  large  num- 
bers. The  Trotskyites  challenged  the  party's  official  position  of 
extending  aid  to  the  Loyalist  government  under  Largo  Cabal- 
lero  and  argued,  instead,  for  the  support  of  some  of  the  more 
radical  Spanish  anti-Fascist  groups.  They  evaluated  almost  all 
matters  in  terms  of  the  Russian  experience  and  were  hoping  for 
a  sovietized  Spain. 

As  late  as  March  of  1937  Thomas  was  still  optimistic  con- 
cerning the  new  party  structure.  Though  he  was  becoming 
concerned  about  the  factional  quarrels,  he  still  argued  for  "an 
inclusive  party  of  Socialists  with  unity  of  action  but  freedom 
of  discussion."6  He  became  increasingly  doubtful,  however, 
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concerning  the  wisdom  of  having  allowed  the  Trotskyites  to 
enter  the  party.  By  June  of  the  same  year  he  was  convinced 
that  "the  Trotskyites  had  joined  not  with  the  aim  of  building 
a  united  Socialist  Party  but  rather  for  the  purpose  of  capturing 
it  for  Trotsky."  7  By  August  the  process  of  expelling  the  Trot- 
skyites had  begun.  More  than  fifty  in  New  York  City  were 
banished  outright,  and  the  remaining  ones  were  warned  that 
they  would  have  to  choose  between  "building  a  revolutionary 
party  or  devoting  their  lives  to  futile  sectarian  war."  8  Jack  Alt- 
man  issued  a  fair  and  largely  accurate  statement  concerning 
the  expulsion  of  the  Trotskyites,  which  appeared  in  the  Social- 
ist Call: 

They  were  expelled  for  attempting  to  undermine  the  Social- 
ist Party,  for  loyalty  and  allegiance  to  an  opponent  organiza- 
tion, the  Bureau  for  the  Fourth  International,  and  for  refusing 
to  abide  by  the  decisions  and  discipline  of  the  National  Con- 
vention, the  National  Executive  Committee  and  the  City 
Central  Committee  of  the  Party  and  for  no  other  reason.  .  .  . 

The  Trotskyites  entered  the  Socialist  Party  on  the  same 
basis  as  all  other  applicants.  They  were  never  invited  into 
the  Party  as  a  group  by  Norman  Thomas  or  anybody  else. 
They  asked  to  come  in  as  individuals  after  they  had  volun- 
tarily dissolved  their  own  party,  giving  assurances  that  they 
came  as  Socialists.  The  only  invitation  ever  extended  was 
a  general  invitation  by  the  National  Executive  Committee 
to  unattached  radicals  to  affiliate  themselves  with  the  Socialist 
Party  and  accept  its  discipline.9 

Thomas  was  in  thorough  agreement  with  the  action  taken 
by  the  New  York  party  concerning  the  Trotskyites.  He  had 
come  to  the  position  that  the  problems  confronting  the  Socialist 
party  could  not  be  solved  by  the  inclusion  of  members  whose 
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real  loyalty  was  to  communism  rather  than  to  socialism.  "And 
at  this  point,"  he  maintained,  "it  doesn't  matter  whether  the 
loyalty  is  to  Stalin's  Communism  or  Trotsky's."10  The  Trot- 
skyites,  as  he  saw  it,  were  concerned  more  with  the  Russian 
than  with  the  American  situation.  He  held  them  responsible 
for  the  fact  that  so  many  party  meetings  developed  into  fruit- 
less wrangles  about  Spain  and  Russia.  He  felt  that  they  were 
no  more  scrupulous  about  tactics  than  the  Communists  who 
had  managed  to  maintain  power  in  Russia.  Not  the  least  of  his 
objections  to  the  Trotskyites  was  that  they  confined  "their  ma- 
jor attention  to  sectarian  quarrels  rather  than  to  socialist  cam- 
paigning." n 

The  criticisms  that  Thomas  and  other  Socialists  were  making 
of  the  behavior  of  the  Trotskyites  during  the  period  that  they 
were  in  the  party  are  rather  well  substantiated  by  the  cynical 
boasting  that  James  P.  Cannon  was  to  indulge  in  during  later 
years : 

Partly  as  a  result  of  our  experience  in  the  Socialist  Party 
and  our  fight  in  there,  the  Socialist  Party  was  put  on  the 
sidelines.  This  was  a  great  achievement,  because  it  was  an 
obstacle  in  the  path  of  building  a  revolutionary  party.  The 
problem  is  not  merely  one  of  building  a  revolutionary  party, 
but  of  clearing  obstacles  from  its  path.  Every  other  party  is 
a  rival.  Every  other  party  is  an  obstacle.12 

The  Trotskyites  did  succeed  in  doing  real  damage  to  the 
Socialist  party.  When  they  had  entered  it,  several  hundred 
persons  belonged  to  their  sect;  but  when  they  were  finally  ex- 
pelled, they  took  with  them  approximately  one  thousand  mem- 
bers. Especially  disastrous  for  the  Socialist  party  was  the 
Trotskyites'  success  in  drawing  many  of  the  party's  younger 
people  into  their  fold. 
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The  Trotskyite  debacle  marked  the  beginning  of  the  end  of 
Thomas'  dream  of  an  all-inclusive  party.  He  finally  realized — 
and  the  cost  of  the  lesson  was  great — that  a  party  composed  of 
left  splinter  groups  was  not  a  compatible  whole.  Moreover, 
Thomas  and  most  of  those  who  had  once  belonged  to  the 
militant  caucus  became  increasingly  wary  of  all  persons  who 
had  been  trained  in  the  Communist  tradition.  "...  I  rather 
think  that  if  Trotsky  had  won  rather  than  Stalin,"  commented 
Thomas  to  his  aides,  "we  might  have  had  much  the  same  story 
with  the  positions  reversed."  13 

A  Reappraisal  of  Communism 

One  of  the  great  ironies  of  the  history  of  the  American  So- 
cialist party  is  that  the  old  guard  ostensibly  left  the  party  be- 
cause of  fear  that  it  was  going  in  a  Communist  direction.  The 
irony  is  strengthened  by  the  fact  that  the  old  guard  was  to 
become  involved  almost  immediately  in  the  American  Labor 
party,  where  it  was  to  work  side  by  side  with  the  Communists. 
The  old  guard's  prediction  of  party  trends  was  wrong,  of 
course.  From  the  time  of  the  old-guard  departure  in  June 
of  1936,  the  Socialist  party,  under  the  leadership  of  Thomas, 
became  increasingly  skeptical  concerning  domestic  and  inter- 
national communism  and  had  reached  a  state  of  complete  and 
final  disillusionment  in  September  of  1939.  Indeed,  the  old- 
guard  charges  that  Thomas  was  leading  the  party  down  the 
road  of  communism  never  had  much  substance.  It  is  true  that 
from  1934  to  1936  Thomas  believed  in  limited  co-operation 
with  the  Communists  on  specific  issues  and  that  to  him  the 
Soviet  Union  still  represented  one  of  mankind's  great  hopes; 
yet  it  is  also  true  that  during  this  period,  and  even  long  before, 
he  was  a  bitter  critic  of  many  aspects  of  Communist  doctrine 
and  practice  both  at  home  and  abroad. 
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Courtesy  New  Yorf(  Times- 
Fig.  io.  Norman  Thomas  (left)  and  former  President  Harry  S. 
Truman  at  a  luncheon  held  at  the  Statler  Hilton,  New  York, 
in  December  of  1959.  Truman  received  the  Four  Freedoms 
Award  from  the  United  Italian  American  Labor  Council  on 
this  occasion. 


Courtesy  Wide  World  Photos,  Inc. 

Fig.  11.  A   i960  peace  rally  in  New  York's  Madison  Square 

Garden    brings    together   politically   diverse   Norman    Thomas 

(right),  Mrs.  Eleanor  Roosevelt,  and  Alf  Landon,  former  GOP 

presidential  opponent  of  F.D.R. 
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As  early  as  January  of  1935,  one  and  one-half  years  before  the 
old  guard  left  the  party,  Thomas  wrote  that  he  was  "pro- 
foundly disturbed  by  some  recent  reports  from  Russia.  It  does 
look  to  me  as  if  there  were  some  force  in  Trotsky's  criticism 
that  the  present  bureaucracy  tends  to  become  a  new  class  in 
the  state.  As  a  Socialist  I  see  no  excuse  at  this  time  for  the 
kind  of  terrorism  the  Stalin  government  is  applying."  14  By 
December,  1935  he  was  to  support  a  plea  which  was  at  the  time 
being  directed  to  the  Russian  government  for  "mercy  and  jus- 
tice" to  Soviet  political  prisoners.  He  argued  that  it  was  bas- 
ically a  question  of  "justice  rather  than  mercy."  "Surely  today 
the  Soviet  government  is  so  strong,"  he  declared,  "that  it  no 
longer  has  even  the  excuse  of  urgent  revolutionary  necessity 
to  deny  elementary  civil  liberty."  15 

During  1936  and  1937  the  Communists  continued  to  press  for 
a  united  front — urging  which  Thomas  resisted  with  increasing 
determination.  He  continued  to  favor  joint  action  with  the 
Communists  on  specific  issues,  but  he  bluntly  spoke  out  against 
"organic  unity"  in  August  of  1936: 

The  differences  between  us  preclude  organic  unity.  We  do 
not  accept  control  from  Moscow,  the  old  Communist  accent 
on  inevitable  violence  and  party  dictatorship,  or  the  new 
accent  on  the  possible  good  war  against  Fascism,  and  the 
new  Communist  political  opportunism.  We  assert  genuine 
civil  liberty  in  opposition  to  communist  theory  and  practice 
in  Russia.16 

The  purges  that  took  place  in  Russia  from  1936  to  1938,  which 
involved  the  liquidation  of  many  of  the  top  leaders  of  the  Bol- 
shevik revolution,  confirmed  Thomas'  worst  fears  and  suspi- 
cions concerning  the  Soviet  Union.  Again  in  August,  1936  he 
wrote  that,  if  Zinoviev  and  his  associates  were  guilty  of  con- 
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spiring  with  Trotsky  and  the  Nazis,  as  was  charged,  in  order 
to  undermine  the  Soviet  regime,  they  deserved  "the  severest 
possible  punishment  and  the  scorn  of  the  workers.  But  every- 
thing we  know  of  the  character  and  beliefs  of  these  men  makes 
the  story  highly  improbable.  The  Stalin  Government  must  be 
made  to  understand  that  intelligent  public  opinion  will  not 
accept  its  charges  as  proof.  Neither  will  it  accept  the  results 
of  the  ordinary  political  trial  as  conducted  in  Russia."  17 

The  year  1937  brought  more  word  of  Russian  purges  and 
more  disillusionment  on  the  part  of  Thomas.  He  was  seriously 
disturbed  by  the  pattern  of  events  in  Russia  and  more  and 
more  convinced  that  the  purge  trials  were  not  being  conducted 
fairly.  He  was  not  willing  to  accept  the  famous  confessions 
at  face  value.  His  doubts  hinged  upon  the  fact  that  the  Soviet 
government  did  not  present  factual  substantiation  of  these  con- 
fessions. Yet  Thomas  took  pains  to  point  out  that  he  had  not 
abandoned  all  faith  in  the  Soviet  Union.  Moreover,  he  suggested 
that  it  was  not  incumbent  upon  all  Socialist-party  members  to 
evaluate  the  Moscow  trials  in  precisely  the  same  way.  He  in- 
sisted that  the  American  Socialist  party  was  confronted  by  its 
own  tasks  and  duties  which  it  had  to  perform,  that  Socialists 
could  make  their  greatest  contribution  by  building  a  strong 
party  in  which  "civil  liberty"  and  "constructive  criticism" 
would  flourish.18 

By  February  of  1937  he  was  already  a  leading  member  of 
the  Committee  for  the  Defense  of  Trotsky.  The  fact  that  the 
Trotskyites  were,  at  the  time,  wreaking  havoc  within  the  So- 
cialist party  did  not  deter  him  from  defending  their  leader, 
whom  he  believed  to  be  the  victim  of  unjust  accusations.  An 
excerpt  from  a  public  letter  that  he  wrote  to  the  New  Yor\ 
World  Telegram  in  February  clarifies  the  position  that  Thomas 
took : 
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I  am  not  a  Communist  neither  a  Trotskyist  nor  a  Stalinist. 
I  believe  that  behind  the  present  tragic  situation  lies  the  initial 
failure  of  the  Communist  Party  to  provide  within  its  own 
party  structure  and  within  the  structure  of  the  government 
which  it  controls  in  Russia  any  proper  means  of  discussion 
or  criticism  or  protection  for  what  we  commonly  regard  as 
civil  liberty.  This  I  have  said  long  before  the  Trotskyist  issue 
became  acute,  and  the  original  structure  and  theory  of  the 
party  on  this  matter  were  determined  while  Trotsky  was 
still  a  powerful  figure  in  it.19 

Also  by  February  of  1937  the  Socialist  leadership  had  largely 
abandoned  the  hope  and  the  desires  of  maintaining  effective 
co-operation  with  the  Communists  on  almost  any  level.  "In 
recent  weeks,"  declared  the  National  Executive  Committee  of 
the  Socialist  party,  "the  Communist  Party  has  resumed  its 
practice  of  making  vicious  and  falsified  attacks  upon  the  So- 
cialist Party  and  some  of  its  members.  These  attacks  are  ac- 
companied by  hollow-sounding  appeals  for  unity."  20 

In  the  spring  of  the  same  year  Thomas  decided  to  go  to 
Europe,  and,  of  course,  one  of  his  major  purposes  was  to  see 
Russia.  At  first,  the  Russian  government  denied  him  a  visa, 
apparently  because  he  was  a  member  of  the  Committee  for  the 
Defense  of  Trotsky.  Thomas  wrote  a  rather  irate  letter  con- 
cerning the  situation  to  his  good  friend  Sir  Stafford  Cripps.  In 
it  he  defended  Trotsky's  right  of  asylum  in  countries  other 
than  Russia  and  suggested  that  the  "incredible  trials"  were 
doing  damage  to  the  Socialist  cause.  "It  is  a  rather  fascist  per- 
formance," he  added,  "to  exclude  a  man  [Thomas]  who  has 
been  a  loyal  supporter  of  Russian  recognition  from  the  days 
when  it  was  dangerous  to  support  that  cause  in  America  down 
to  today."21 
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Finally,  after  considerable  negotiating,  the  Russian  govern- 
ment reversed  its  position  and  granted  Thomas  a  visa.  Thomas 
visited  Russia  in  the  late  spring  of  1937,  and,  writing  from 
Amsterdam  in  June,  he  reported  his  impressions  of  the  Soviet 
Union  in  his  weekly  column  in  the  Socialist  Call.  Obviously, 
he  left  Russia  with  mixed  feelings.  For  example,  he  gave  high 
praise  to  "Bolshevo,"  which  appeared  to  him  to  be  a  model 
prisoners'  community;  but  at  the  same  time  he  was  extremely 
disquieted  by  the  sight  of  "a  big  gang  of  prisoners  under  armed 
guard  finishing  the  aqueduct  which  is  part  of  the  Moscow 
Volga  Canal  project.  None  of  these  prisoners  was  eligible  for 
'Bolshevo.'  They  were  presumably  'murderers,  bandits  or  po- 
litical prisoners' — kulaks,  real  or  alleged,  and  members  of  that 
large  group  of  Russians  who  suddenly  disappear  from  their 
homes  and  accustomed  places,  usually  without  any  trial  worthy 
of  the  name."22 

It  was  with  obvious  pleasure  that  he  found  himself  able  to 
commend  Russia  for  its  handling  of  minority-group  problems. 
Specifically,  he  seemed  convinced  that  the  Russian  government 
was  successfully  coping  with  the  problem  of  anti-Semitism.  It 
was  with  less  satisfaction  that  he  noted  a  severe  shortage  of 
housing  and  other  consumers'  goods,  but  he  was  inclined  to 
explain  and  excuse  these  lacks  on  the  basis  of  military  expendi- 
tures caused  by  the  Fascist  threat. 

Thomas  was  impressed  by  the  successful  operation  of  various 
social-service  programs,  but  even  in  this  area  he  suggested  that 
he  was  infinitely  more  satisfied  with  what  he  saw  in  Denmark 
and  Sweden.  "I  breathed  a  purer  air  of  democracy  as  between 
man  and  man  in  Denmark  than  I  did  in  Russia,"  he  wrote.23 
It  was  his  "strong  feeling  .  .  .  that  Russia  was  not  moving 
towards  a  classless  society,  but  on  the  contrary,  perpetuating 
and  even  strengthening  new  class  divisions."  24  This  opinion 
he  substantiated  by  citing  great  disparities  in  the  remuneration 
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received  by  various  Soviet  workers.  The  conditions  under  which 
Russians  worked,  he  observed,  left  much  to  be  desired.  "There 
is  much  to  be  said  in  support  of  the  necessity  of  various  spurs 
to  teach  Russians  to  work,  but  the  speed-up  system  as  practiced 
in  Russia  seems  to  me  to  contain  many  perils  not  only  to 
individual  well-being,  but  to  Socialist  ideals."25 

There  would  be  hope  for  the  improvement  of  some  of  these 
regrettable  situations  through  the  processes  of  discussion  and 
criticism,  he  maintained,  if  Soviet  Russia  were  a  genuine  "So- 
cialist Democracy."  But  he  argued,  in  effect,  that  the  Soviet 
Union  was  not  a  democracy.  "Criticism  may  apply  to  the 
carrying  out  of  a  policy,"  he  noted,  "but  not  to  its  formation. 
The  Russian  peasant  and  worker  live  under  about  the  strictest 
passport  system  in  the  world;  they  have  unions  and  workers' 
clubs;  they  are  allowed  to  go  to  church;  but  they  have  no  right 
of  free  association,  political  or  otherwise."  26  Another  feature  of 
Russian  society  that  disturbed  him  was  that  one  man  appeared 
to  possess  overwhelming  power  and  authority.  "Every  issue," 
observed  Thomas,  "is  settled  by  a  quotation  of  Stalin.  In  Kiev 
and  Moscow  around  May  1, 1  saw  rather  more  pictures  of  him 
than  of  Lenin."  27 

There  can  be  no  doubt  that  Thomas'  visit  to  Russia  con- 
siderably lessened  his  faith  in  the  Soviet  experiment,  but  it 
should  not  be  concluded  that  he  was  as  yet  completely  dis- 
illusioned. To  him  Russia  was  still  a  land  of  socialist  promise, 
and  he  apparently  looked  upon  the  task  of  criticizing  it  as 
necessary  but  personally  painful.  The  following  appear  to  be 
the  words  of  a  man  who  is  wavering  between  optimism  and 
despair : 

It  is  just  because  there  is  so  much  to  admire  in  Russia,  just 
because  I  want  Russian  life  and  conditions  to  stand  out  in 
complete  contrast  to  those  in  fascist  countries,  that  I  grieve 
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over  the  matters  to  which  I  have  briefly  referred.  Nothing  is 
gained  for  Socialism  by  ignoring  them,  and  to  see  them  need 
not  blind  one  to  the  great  achievement  of  the  Soviet  govern- 
ment. Some  observers  hope  that  the  secret  ballot  will  bring 
a  little  democracy  at  the  bottom,  and  that  Stalin  himself  has 
enough  of  his  old  revolutionary  idealism  to  want  to  narrow 
the  gap  which  is  now  widening  between  the  classes  in  Russia. 
Of  his  probable  successors  they  are  more  doubtful. 

Certainly  Russia  has  cleared  the  ground  for  real  Socialist 
building,  but  the  Socialist  building  requires  for  its  safety  as 
well  as  for  its  beauty  an  atmosphere  of  liberty.28 

During  the  months  that  followed  his  return  from  Russia, 
Thomas  became  increasingly  skeptical  and  bitter  concerning 
the  Soviet  Union.  He  wrote  a  pamphlet  for  the  League  for 
Industrial  Democracy,  entitled  Democracy  versus  Dictatorship, 
in  which  he  made  unmistakably  clear  his  view  of  the  Russian 
government  as  a  dictatorship.  By  the  close  of  1937  he  was  already 
on  the  verge  of  abandoning  all  his  dreams  and  hopes  concerning 
Soviet  Russia.  As  the  news  of  what  appeared  to  be  an  unending 
succession  of  Russian  purges  became  known  to  the  outside 
world,  Thomas  became  more  cognizant  of  the  parallels  beween 
the  behavior  of  Russia  and  the  Fascist  nations.  Indeed,  he  had 
even  come  to  believe,  rather  prophetically,  that  there  was  the 
possibility  of  an  alliance  between  Hitler  and  Stalin.  He  was  no 
longer  content  to  have  his  socialist  dream  identified  with  the 
Soviet  Union.  "More  and  more  it  becomes  necessary  for  so- 
cialists to  insist  to  the  whole  world,"  he  declared,  "that  the 
thing  which  is  happening  in  Russia  is  not  socialism  and  it  is 
not  the  thing  which  we  hope  to  bring  about  in  America  or  in 
any  other  land."29 

By  the  spring  of  1938  his  disenchantment  with  Soviet  Russia 
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was  almost  complete.  His  feelings  were  no  longer  mixed;  he 
was  no  longer  the  friendly  but  critical  observer;  he  was  now 
more  foe  than  friend.  His  earlier  criticisms  of  Russia  had  been 
somewhat  restrained;  now  he  became  the  relentless  critic.  In 
March,  1938,  he  wrote: 

What  has  happened  in  Russia  represents  the  degeneration 
of  Socialism,  the  complete  subversion  of  revolutionary  ideal- 
ism, and  an  all  but  fatal  wound  to  working  class  integrity 
and  confidence  in  its  own  destiny.  There  is  no  hope  for  So- 
cialism, which  indeed  deserves  no  support,  unless  it  can 
divorce  itself  completely  from  everything  that  the  Moscow 
trials  stand  for.  .  .  . 

The  only  important  thing  that  is  left  for  us  to  do  is  cor- 
rectly to  learn  the  lesson  of  these  Russian  tragedies.  To  my 
mind  it  is  clear.  No  society  can  be  decent,  certainly  no  society 
can  be  Socialist,  under  the  regime  of  the  totalitarian  state 
ruled  by  the  iron  hand  of  the  dictator  of  a  monolithic  party, 
which  party  from  the  beginning  professed  to  believe  that  the 
end  completely  justifies  the  means  and  that  good  faith  is  a 
contemptible  bourgeois  virtue.30 

The  publication  of  Thomas'  pamphlet  Democracy  versus 
Dictatorship  caused  considerable  controversy  among  American 
liberals  and  radicals.  Thus  Thomas  was  asked  by  the  League 
for  Industrial  Democracy  to  write  another  pamphlet  more 
specifically  oriented  to  Soviet  Russia.  Many  leading  Commu- 
nists and  Communist  sympathizers,  including  Earl  Browder, 
were  asked  to  write  rejoinders  to  the  proposed  Thomas  essay, 
which  the  league  agreed  to  publish  under  the  same  cover;  but 
none  were  forthcoming.  Thomas  wrote  this  well-documented 
pamphlet  entitled  Russia — Democracy  or  Dictatorship?  in  col- 
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laboration  with  Joel  Seidman.  It  was  published  in  December  of 
1939,  but  it  had  actually  been  written  a  year  earlier.  Publication 
had  been  delayed  by  the  unsuccessful  attempt  to  find  an  author 
who  was  willing  to  answer  Thomas'  charges. 

The  central  thesis  of  this  pamphlet  is  contained  in  the  fol- 
lowing passage: 

Clearly  the  Russians  are  not  free,  if  that  term  has  any  real 
meaning.  The  rights  that  they  possess  are  vastly  inferior  to 
those  possessed  by  citizens  of  the  United  States  and  the  other 
western  democracies.  In  the  first  "workers"  state  the  worker 
is  permitted  fewer  liberties  than  in  capitalist  democracies. 
Rights  of  free  speech,  assembly,  organization,  and  press  are 
non-existent.  The  Russian  worker  enjoys  the  real  advantage 
of  employment  and  of  a  certain  degree  of  security,  provided 
he  is  not  critical  of  the  regime;  but  living  standards  are  ter- 
ribly low,  even  for  the  more  fortunate  skilled  workers.  Of- 
ficially there  can  be  no  exploitation  in  Russia,  and  productive 
equipment  and  the  national  income  are  the  property  of  all 
workers.  Actually  the  workers  have  little  to  say  as  to  dis- 
tribution of  the  national  income,  and  a  very  high  percentage 
is  drained  off  for  capital  investment,  for  armaments,  or  for 
the  high  bureaucracy.  The  state  can  exploit,  just  as  private 
capitalists  can.31 

Thomas  and  Seidman  argued,  however,  that  "communism, 
with  all  its  denials  of  human  rights  and  civil  liberties,  is  far 
superior  to  fascism."  32  They  took  this  stand  because  of  the  eco- 
nomic gains  that  they  believed  the  Communist  regime  had 
brought  to  the  Russian  people.  More  significantly,  they  con- 
cluded that,  regarding  "the  lack  of  civil  and  democratic  rights 
and  the  use  of  terror  to  crush  all  opposition,  fascism  and  com- 
munism are  similar.  The  word  totalitarian  may  equally  be  ap- 
plied to  both."33 
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The  Moscow-Berlin  Pact  of  August,  1939  destroyed  the  last 
vestiges  of  Thomas'  faith  in  the  Soviet  Union.  Even  though  he 
was  not  completely  unprepared  for  the  agreement,  there  was  a 
strong  sense  of  outrage  in  his  reactions  to  this  new  interna- 
tional friendship: 

.  .  .  Stalin's  agreement  with  Hitler  becomes  a  piece  of  in- 
famy beside  which  Munich  was  an  adventure  in  ethics,  and 
the  hypocritical  nonintervention  agreement  in  Spain  a  model 
of  international  good  faith.  .  .  . 

By  every  test  of  civil  liberty  Russian  life  is  at  least  as  much 
regimented  as  in  the  Fascist  countries.  The  press,  schools,  and 
radio  are  if  anything  more  absolutely  controlled.  ...  To 
strike  is  as  dangerous  in  Russia  as  in  Germany.  .  .  . 

Stalin's  infamous  pact  with  his  fellow  dictator  has  at  last 
made  the  issue  plain :  His  Communism  is  the  ally  not  the  foe 
of  Fascism;  the  enemy,  not  the  friend  of  democracy  and  the 
worker's  cause.34 

The  Moscow-Berlin  Pact  ushered  in  a  new  era  in  the  history 
of  the  American  Socialist  party.  Its  members,  under  the  leader- 
ship of  Norman  Thomas,  were  now  totally  disillusioned  with 
communism  of  both  the  Russian  and  the  American  varieties. 
They  had  come  to  view  communism  as  a  dangerous  totalitarian 
force  and  became  its  dedicated,  relentless,  and  fearless  critics. 
It  would  be  no  exaggeration  to  assert  that  since  1939  vigorous 
opposition  to  communism  has  been  one  of  the  guiding  themes 
in  the  Socialist  party  history. 

It  should  be  noted  that  Thomas  and  his  followers  understood 
the  totalitarian  nature  of  communism  long  before  certain  im- 
portant segments  of  American  liberalism  saw  Russia  in  a  true 
light.  Indeed,  Thomas  was  often  denounced  as  a  Red-baiter  by 
liberals,  because  he  so  frequently  and  bitterly  criticized  Russia 
and  the  Communists.  It  should  also  be  pointed  out,  however, 
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that  by  1939  many  persons  who  were  prominent  in  the  radical- 
liberal  world  did  see  eye  to  eye  with  Thomas  on  communism. 
Although  there  is  no  conclusive  proof,  the  likelihood  is  that,  by- 
taking  his  uncompromising  anti-Communist  stand,  he  sue- 
ceeded  in  alienating  more  persons  among  the  radical-liberal 
clientele  than  were  drawn  to  him  because  of  it. 

The  New  Deal  and  Labor 

If  Thomas'  views  on  communism  alienated  some  potential 
followers,  his  position  on  the  New  Deal  did  even  more  damage. 
During  the  1930's  and  1940's  virtually  all  of  those  persons  in 
America  who  were  actual  or  potential  Socialists  embraced  the 
New  Deal — some  sooner  and  some  later.  The  New  Deal 
gathered  to  its  bosom  not  only  liberals  and  radicals,  but,  more 
significantly,  the  leaders  of  organized  labor  as  well  as  the  rank- 
and-file  membership  were  also  won  over  to  it. 

As  early  as  1933  important  Socialists  were  leaving  the  party 
and  moving  in  the  direction  of  the  New  Deal.  In  September  of 
that  year  Paul  Blanshard,  who  had  worked  closely  with  Thomas 
in  many  causes  and  who  had  collaborated  with  him  in  writing 
the  book  What's  the  Matter  with  New  Yor\,  resigned  from 
the  party  in  order  to  assume  a  position  with  the  La  Guardia 
administration.  There  was  sadness  but  not  bitterness  in  Thomas* 
reaction  to  Blanshard's  defection,  as  he  wrote  to  Blanshard  ex- 
plaining that  it  was  not  possible  for  him,  as  the  leader  of  the 
Socialist  party,  to  avoid  making  a  public  statement  concerning 
the  resignation.  Moreover,  he  tried  to  reassure  Blanshard  that 
he  felt  no  ill  will  toward  him.  "I  have,"  he  wrote,  "enjoyed  and 
counted  on  your  friendship  and  comradeship  in  common  tasks. 
I  hope  that  we  can  continue  the  latter  as  far  as  possible  and 
that  the  days  will  come  when  it  can  be  renewed  in  close  in- 
timacy." 35   Considering  the  situation,  Thomas'  public  state- 
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ment  concerning  Blanshard's  desertion  was  surprisingly  free 
from  rancor.  "None  of  his  old  friends  and  associates,"  he  de- 
clared, "questions  his  sincerity  or  ability,  but  only  his  judg- 
ment. .  .  .  We  suspect  that  the  Republican  Mayor  La  Guardia 
has  gained  more  in  this  new  member  of  his  'brain  trust'  than  the 
'practical'  Socialist  Mr.  Blanshard  from  his  change  of  alle- 
giance." 36  In  all  the  years  since,  Thomas  and  Blanshard  have 
maintained  a  warm  friendship. 

Another  leading  Socialist  who  was  becoming  more  "prac- 
tical" during  this  same  period  was  the  well-known  writer  Upton 
Sinclair.  Before  making  his  End  Poverty  in  California  plan 
public,  he  sent  a  draft  of  the  idea  to  Thomas  in  September,  1933 
for  "criticisms"  and  "suggestions."37  Thomas  was  more  than 
willing  to  criticize  and  suggest.  Indeed,  his  basic  suggestion  was 
that  Sinclair  abandon  the  whole  plan,  and  he  tried  to  persuade 
him  to  do  so: 

What  you  are  now  trying  has  on  some  scale  been  tried  over 
and  over.  Impatient  Socialists  have  said  we  will  capture  the 
old  parties.  Have  they  ever  succeeded?  Do  you  really  think 
you  will  be  nominated  for  governor?  If  you  are  not  nomi- 
nated will  you  return  to  the  Socialist  Party,  perhaps  bringing 
some  of  your  new  Democratic  adherents  with  you  ?  Will  you 
once  more  don  sack  cloth  and  ashes  as  you  did  after  you  left 
us  in  the  world  war  ?  If  so,  we  shall  again  welcome  you  back. 
But  remember  each  defection  will  weaken  your  influence.38 

In  1934  Thomas  feared  that  the  EPIC  campaign  would  de- 
stroy the  Socialist  party  in  California,  for  Sinclair  had  run  as 
its  gubernatorial  candidate  in  the  previous  election  and,  because 
of  his  prominence  as  a  writer,  was  very  influential  among 
California  Socialists.  In  fact,  during  the  course  of  the  1934 
campaign  Thomas  felt  it  necessary  to  write  to  the  Socialist 
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candidate  for  Governor  in  order  to  encourage  him  to  stay  in 
the  race.  Despite  the  grave  light  in  which  Thomas  regarded 
the  situation,  he  was  not  inclined  to  harbor  bitterness  against 
Sinclair,  any  more  than  he  had  against  Blanshard.  "As  you 
well  know,"  he  wrote  to  Sinclair,  "I  am  not  in  the  least  inter- 
ested in  what  reactionary  Democrats  say  against  you,  and  for 
you  personally,  aside  from  what  I  think  is  your  serious  error 
in  tactics  in  furthering  the  cause  you  have  loved,  I  have  nothing 
but  good  will  and  friendship.  .  .  .  Above  all,  let  me  tell  you 
how  very  keenly  I  feel  your  loss  [from  the  Socialist  party]."39 

The  process  of  Socialist  defection  to  the  New  Deal  began  to 
take  on  serious  proportions  immediately  preceding  the  pres- 
idential campaign  of  1936.  In  May,  1936  it  was  announced  that 
David  Dubinsky,  president  of  the  International  Ladies'  Gar- 
ment Workers  Union,  and  Emil  Rieve,  president  of  the  Hosiery 
Workers,  had  resigned  from  the  Socialist  party  in  order  to 
support  President  Roosevelt  in  the  coming  campaign.  There 
can  be  little  doubt  that  the  old  guard  was  motivated,  at 
least  in  part,  to  leave  the  Socialist  party  by  a  desire  to  follow 
the  political  lead  of  the  needle-trade  unions  in  throwing  their 
support  to  Roosevelt.  The  old  guard  had  long  been  closely 
tied — some  said  subservient — to  the  leadership  of  these  labor 
organizations.  The  important  union  leaders  who  continued  to 
support  Thomas  in  1936  included  Julius  Hochman  of  the  Inter- 
national Ladies'  Garment  Workers,  Joseph  Schlossberg  of  the 
Amalgamated  Clothing  Workers,  A.  Philip  Randolph  of  the 
Brotherhood  of  Sleeping  Car  Porters,  and  Jerome  Davis  of  the 
American  Federation  of  Teachers. 

The  American  Labor  party  in  New  York  State  was  formed 
in  1936  almost  exclusively  by  former  members  of  the  American 
Socialist  party.  Those  who  essentially  brought  it  into  being  were 
Louis  Waldman  of  the  Social  Democratic  Federation,  David 
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Dubinsky  of  the  International  Ladies'  Garment  Workers  Un- 
ion, and  Sidney  Hillman  of  the  Amalgamated  Clothing 
Workers  Union.  One  of  the  major  considerations  that  led  to 
the  establishment  of  the  American  Labor  party  was  to  give 
the  residents  of  New  York  State  who  had  formerly  voted  the 
Socialist  ticket  an  avenue  for  voting  for  Roosevelt  without 
voting  Democratic.  To  many  of  these  liberal  and  socialist 
persons  the  Democratic  party,  which  they  equated  with  Tam- 
many Hall,  was  an  anathema,  and  they  quite  literally  could 
not  cast  a  vote  in  the  Democratic  column  without  severe  gas- 
trointestinal upset. 

Early  in  the  presidential  campaign  of  1936  Mr.  Thomas 
vigorously  criticized  the  political  behavior  of  organized  labor, 
though  he  was  pleased  to  note  its  increased  participation  in 
American  political  life.  He  maintained  that  it  had  an  "ex- 
aggerated fear  of  the  consequences  of  a  Republican  victory" 
and  that  by  its  behavior  "it  helped  the  workers  to  forget  that 
Roosevelt  has  solved  no  fundamental  issue." 40  Thomas  further 
contended  that  it  was  unwise  for  organized  labor  to  accept 
Roosevelt  uncritically  and  at  the  same  time  to  overlook  the 
composition  and  principles  of  the  party  that  the  President 
headed.  "Basically,  it  is  proof  of  labor's  weakness,"  wrote 
Thomas,  "not  its  strength,  that  its  leaders  feel  themselves 
compelled  to  risk  so  much  in  devotion  to  one  man.  It  is  a 
faith  in  a  man,  not  a  party,  for  the  more  intelligent  of  the 
workers  have  no  faith  in  the  Democratic  Party  as  such."41 
As  the  presidential  campaign  of  1936  was  drawing  to  its  close, 
Thomas  declared,  "It  is  the  tragedy  of  this  campaign,  not 
that  there  was  a  kind  of  labor  stampede  to  Roosevelt,  but  that 
it  asked  so  little  and  permitted  Roosevelt  to  ignore  all  issues."  42 

The  degree  of  pressure  to  support  Roosevelt  that  was  being 
exerted  in  labor  circles  is  illustrated  by  a  situation  that  arose 
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in  the  1936  campaign — a  situation  which  caused  the  Socialist 
party  and  Norman  Thomas  no  end  of  embarrassment.  In  the 
midst  o£  the  campaign  and  without  prior  warning,  Leo  Krzycki, 
an  important  Amalgamated  Clothing  Workers  official  who 
was  chairman  of  the  National  Executive  Committee  of  the 
Socialist  party  at  the  time,  announced,  to  the  chagrin  of  So- 
cialists all  over  the  country,  that  he,  too,  had  joined  the  Roose- 
velt band  wagon.  What  was  the  explanation?  It  was  not  that 
Krzycki  had  as  yet  abandoned  his  Socialist  faith;  rather  it  was 
his  inability  to  withstand  the  strong  pressures  that  were  being 
put  upon  him  to  quit  the  Socialist  party  by  his  boss,  Sidney 
Hillman.  Krzycki  felt  so  strongly  about  the  situation  in  which 
he  found  himself  that  he  broke  down  and  wept  in  Norman 
Thomas'  office. 

Relationships  between  the  Socialist  party  and  the  organized 
labor  movement  were  never  of  a  satisfactory  nature,  especially 
from  the  point  of  view  of  Socialists.  They  were  more  harmo- 
nious in  Europe,  where  socialist  groups  had  generally  launched 
the  unionization  of  labor  and  where  both  movements  were 
committed  to  the  building  of  socialism.  There,  divided  loyalties 
were  not  so  prevalent.  In  America,  where  the  socialist  move- 
ment and  the  labor  movement  have  had  separate  but  inter- 
related histories,  there  have  always  been  elements  of  discord. 
The  individual  who  participated  actively  in  both  movements 
was  continually  being  involved  in  situations  in  which  his  loyalty 
was  being  questioned  by  one  group  or  another.  Krzycki  may 
well  have  reasoned  that,  had  he  remained  loyal  to  the  So- 
cialist party,  he  would  have  been  disloyal  to  the  Amalgamated 
Clothing  Workers. 

Formulas  for  coping  with  this  situation  of  divided  loyalties 
were  often  laid  down  by  Socialist  leaders.  "In  general,  I  feel 
strongly,"  wrote  Norman  Thomas  to  Julius  Gerber,  a  fellow 
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Socialist,  in  September,  1933,  "that  we  have  a  right  to  expect 
Socialists  in  labor  unions  to  act  as  Socialists  and  not  as  Republi- 
cans or  Democrats.  Certainly  we  may  expect  them  not  to  use 
the  tactics  of  political  compromise  with  dubious  elements  that 
so  often  are  used.  At  the  same  time  I  agree  with  the  proposition 
that  we  ought  not  to  interfere  in  the  day  by  day  internal  affairs 
of  the  unions."  43 

James  Oneal  wrote  in  a  similar  vein,  although  he  gave  more 
emphasis  to  the  importance  of  trade-union  autonomy.  In  the 
pages  of  the  winter  1933  edition  of  the  American  Socialist 
Quarterly,  he  argued  that  the  Socialist  party  had  no  more 
right  to  dominate  the  behavior  of  its  members  with  respect 
to  their  union  activities  than  the  various  unions  had  to  deter- 
mine the  behavior  of  Socialist  unionists  with  respect  to  party 
activities.  The  attempt  at  party  domination  of  the  Socialist 
unionists,  Oneal  maintained,  only  alienated  the  workers  from 
socialism.  Just  as  Thomas,  however,  he  felt  that  no  Socialist 
unionist  had  the  right  to  support  capitalist  candidates.  The 
basic  function  of  the  Socialist  party  in  its  relations  with  the 
trade-union  movement,  Oneal  concluded,  was  to  win  over  the 
workers  through  education  to  socialism.  His  implication  was 
that,  if  the  party  confined  itself  to  an  educational  role,  relation- 
ships between  it  and  the  unions  would  be  more  satisfactory. 

Despite  the  various  suggestions  that  were  made  for  avoiding 
it,  most  Socialist  unionists  were  sooner  or  later  caught  in  a 
dilemma  of  divided  loyalties.  The  pattern  of  relationships  that 
existed  between  the  Detroit  Socialist  party  and  many  of  its 
members  who  were  rising  to  positions  of  power  and  influence 
in  the  CIO's  United  Automobile  Workers  well  illustrated  the 
character  of  this  dilemma. 

As  has  already  been  said,  for  a  variety  of  reasons  the  early 
1930's  was  an  era  of  revitalization  for  the  Socialist  party.  Far 
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more  important  to  the  American  people  as  a  whole,  it  was  also 
a  period  of  renewed  vigor  for  the  American  labor  movement. 

In  June,  1933,  the  National  Industrial  Recovery  Act  was 
passed  by  the  Congress.  Section  7a  of  this  statute,  the  principles 
of  which  were  later  incorporated  into  the  Wagner  Act  of  1935, 
enabled  organized  labor  to  achieve  unprecedented  power  in 
American  life.  It  provided  for  governmental  encouragement 
of  the  organization  of  the  nation's  workers.  For  the  first  time 
in  American  history,  collective  bargaining  was  given  sanction 
by  the  federal  government.  Section  7a  gave  employees  the  right 
to  bargain  collectively  through  representatives  of  their  own 
choosing. 

Immediately  after  the  passage  of  the  National  Industrial 
Recovery  Act,  organized  labor  began  to  capitalize  on  its  new 
legalized  status.  During  a  period  of  little  more  than  three 
months,  total  union  membership  in  the  United  States  grew 
from  two  and  one-half  million  to  almost  five  million.  Feverish 
organizational  drives  had  been  set  in  motion.  Moreover,  this 
was  the  phenomenal  period  during  which  workers  were  holding 
spontaneous  mass  meetings  and  sending  telegrams  to  the  Amer- 
ican Federation  of  Labor  requesting  entrance  into  the  organiza- 
tion. 

Organized  labor's  new  lease  on  life  was,  of  course,  to  have 
its  ramifications  in  the  automobile  industry,  which  had  long 
been  a  target  for  union  organization.  There  was  periodic  labor 
unrest  in  this  industry  even  prior  to  World  War  I.  During 
the  1920's  there  were  various  and  sporadic  attempts  by  the 
American  Federation  of  Labor  to  unionize  the  industry,  but 
they  were  dismal  failures.  Such  failure  must  be  attributed 
largely  to  the  fact  that  the  AFL  attempted  to  organize  the 
automobile  industry  along  craft  lines,  and  this  form  of  organi- 
zation was  simply  not  suited  to  mass  production  industry.  The 
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craft-union  form  functioned  successfully  where  skill  was  the 
important  factor  among  the  men  to  be  organized;  this  was 
clearly  not  the  case  in  the  highly  mechanized  automobile  in- 
dustry. The  AFL  organizational  plans  involved  dividing  the 
automobile  workers  into  numerous  different  unions.  The  result 
was  almost  invariably  jurisdictional  squabbling  leading  to  gen- 
eral bedlam.  It  should  also  be  noted  that,  for  various  reasons, 
the  1920's  was  not  an  auspicious  time  for  labor  organization, 
even  when  founded  upon  the  best  plans  possible. 

After  the  enactment  of  the  National  Industrial  Recovery 
Act,  several  attempts  at  the  unionization  of  the  automobile 
workers  got  under  way.  The  earliest  significant  attempt  to 
organize  the  automobile  workers  was  led  by  the  Mechanics 
Educational  Society,  a  semi-industrial  union  which  knew  con- 
siderable success  in  bringing  tool-  and  diemakers  into  its  ranks 
in  1933  and  1934.  This  union  was  soon  to  be  overshadowed  by 
the  entrance  of  the  AFL  into  the  automobile  industry.  How- 
ever, even  the  AFL's  dominance  was  temporary.  Controversy 
over  appropriate  organizing  policies  for  the  automobile  in- 
dustry became  a  crucial  issue  in  the  struggle  between  the  AFL 
and  the  Committee  for  Industrial  Organization,  which  had 
grown  up  within  the  AFL.  Craft  unionism  versus  industrial 
unionism  was  at  the  heart  of  the  controversy,  which  was  at 
the  same  time  a  power  struggle  for  leadership  of  the  AFL. 
As  early  as  1936  the  CIO,  with  its  crusading  industrial  unionism, 
achieved  the  allegiance  of  the  majority  of  auto  workers. 

The  various  radical  political  groups  in  the  United  States 
have  had  at  least  one  thing  in  common:  virtually  all  of  them 
have  vigorously  supported  the  industrial-union  principle.  Thus, 
despite  the  fact  that  John  L.  Lewis  had  ousted  the  various 
radical  groups  from  his  United  Mine  Workers  Union,  he 
turned   to   them   when   seeking   organizers   for   the   rapidly 
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growing  CIO.  Despite  his  lack  of  affection  for  political  radicals, 
he  realized  that  they  had  a  social  vision  and  an  enthusiasm 
that  would  be  useful  in  building  the  CIO  into  an  important 
factor  in  American  life. 

Several  radical  political  groups  came  to  play  an  important 
role  in  the  CIO's  United  Automobile  Workers  Union.  The  So- 
cialist party,  the  Communist  party,  the  Independent  Labor 
League  of  America  (Lovestone-ites),  and  the  Socialist  Workers 
party  (Trotskyites)  participated.  Each  group  was  attempting 
to  mold  the  UAW  in  terms  of  its  own  political  image.  John  L. 
Lewis,  of  course,  never  gave  these  radical  groups  a  completely 
free  hand.  For  example,  he  asserted  his  will  at  the  UAW's  1936 
convention.  Because  of  the  opposition  of  the  Socialists,  a  motion 
to  support  Roosevelt's  candidacy  was  initially  defeated.  Lewis, 
however,  soon  let  it  be  known  that,  if  the  convention  did 
not  get  behind  Roosevelt,  he  would  withdraw  his  pledge  of 
$100,000  for  a  UAW  organizational  drive.  The  power  of  money 
won  out.  Just  before  the  convention  adjourned,  the  delegates 
endorsed  President  Roosevelt  in  the  coming  election  by  a 
unanimous  vote. 

An  examination  of  the  backgrounds  of  the  key  leaders  of 
the  UAW  reveals  that  a  strikingly  high  percentage  of  them 
were  once  members  of  the  Socialist  party.  During  the  years 
1936-39  the  Detroit  Socialist  party  maintained  a  "union  branch" 
to  which  the  Reuther  brothers  and  most  of  the  other  Socialists 
who  were  to  become  prominent  in  the  UAW  belonged.  Indeed, 
these  trade  unionists  and  Socialists  actually  held  union  caucus 
meetings  at  the  Socialist-party  headquarters.  The  vast  majority 
of  UAW  members,  of  course,  were  never  members  of  the 
Socialist  party,  but  those  who  were  generally  worked  as  a 
team  within  the  union.  They  had  some  differences  among 
themselves,  but  on  crucial  issues  they  voted  as  a  bloc.  In  other 
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words,  during  the  early  days  of  the  UAW,  Socialist-party 
membership  was  one  of  the  factors  that  enabled  some  of  the 
present-day  leaders  of  the  union  to  acquire  official  power  and 
to  hold  on  to  it.  Of  course,  the  fact  that  most  of  them  were 
extremely  able  young  men  cannot  be  overlooked.  Moreover, 
it  should  be  noted  that  the  Reuther  group  did  not  actually 
assume  major  power  in  the  union  until  1946  and  1947,  which 
was  some  time  after  most  of  them  had  left  the  Socialist  party. 

Why  did  Walter  Reuther  and  other  UAW  officials  leave  the 
Socialist  party?  Specifically,  he  left  it  because  of  a  disagree- 
ment over  the  1938  Michigan  gubernatorial  race.  He  was  in- 
clined to  support  the  Democratic  candidate,  Governor  Frank 
Murphy,  but  the  party  insisted  upon  putting  up  its  own  candi- 
date. Some  party  members  thought  that  Reuther  should  be 
allowed  to  stay  in  the  Socialist  party;  others  argued  that,  if 
he  was  determined  to  support  old-party  candidates,  he  did 
not  belong  in  the  Socialist  party.  Thomas  encouraged  Michigan 
Socialists  to  allow  Reuther  to  remain  within  the  party,  which 
they  did.  Ultimately,  he  drifted  away. 

Irving  Howe  and  B.  }.  Widick,  in  their  The  UAW  and 
Walter  Reuther,  explain  well  the  withdrawal  of  numbers  of 
union  leaders  from  the  Socialist  party.  They  generalize  con- 
cerning the  behavior  of  Walter  Reuther,  in  particular,  but 
their  observations  provide  insight  into  the  behavior  of  many 
other  trade  unionists  in  various  parts  of  the  country  who  left 
the  Socialist  party  during  the  same  period: 

As  he  rose  in  the  UAW,  Reuther  must  for  a  time  have  felt 
— here  we  can  only  speculate — that  his  political  opinions 
and  his  new  role  as  leader  did  not  conflict.  But  some  time 
between  1936  and  1938  there  seems  to  have  risen  in  his  mind 
an  acute  awareness  that,  since  the  socialist  movement  showed 
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no  signs  of  growth  and  his  participation  in  it  might  inhibit 
the  free  and  easy  maneuvering  he  felt  union  leadership  to 
require,  he  would  soon  have  to  choose  between  the  two.  Either 
the  lonely  rectitude  of  radical  politics  or  full  participation 
in  the  union  world,  with  doctrine  straggling  as  best  it  could 
behind  power  and  prestige — that  seems  to  have  been  his 
choice. 

But  to  put  it  so  bluntly  is  to  indicate  that  he  never  hesitated 
in  making  his  choice.  All  the  evidence  shows  that  Reuther 
was  by  now  so  deeply  immersed  in  the  union  world  that  he 
did  not  hesitate  a  moment  to  abandon  his  political  ties.  He 
felt  that  those  socialists  who  wished  to  exert  an  immediate, 
substantial  influence  on  American  life  would  have  to  abandon 
their  party  and  its  doctrines  and  join  the  New  Deal  parade.44 

Relationships  between  the  Socialist  party  and  the  labor  move- 
ment were  always  of  a  precarious  nature,  but  in  the  late  1930's 
they  began  to  worsen  markedly.  Tension  between  those  So- 
cialists who  were  actually  participating  in  the  labor  movement 
and  those  who  devoted  themselves  more  exclusively  to  party 
affairs  began  to  mount.  Socialists  outside  the  trade-union  move- 
ment tended  to  look  upon  the  union  movement  as  a  means 
to  achieving  the  great  end:  socialism.  Socialist  trade-union 
leaders,  for  the  most  part,  came  ultimately  to  look  upon  union- 
ism as  an  end  in  itself.  Their  political  comrades  frequently 
dubbed  them  "labor  bureaucrats."  When  confronted  by  charges 
to  the  effect  that  they  did  not  behave  as  Socialists  when  union 
affairs  were  involved,  they  replied  that  outsiders  did  not  under- 
stand union  problems. 

The  fact  that  Norman  Thomas  was  somehow  always  out- 
side the  trade-union  movement  doubtless  hindered  him   in 
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his  attempts  to  improve  relations  between  the  Socialist  party 
and  organized  American  labor.  Thomas  was  never  an  insider 
in  the  way  that  both  Debs  and  Hillquit  had  been  and,  there- 
fore, was  unable  to  play  an  effective  role  in  mediating  these 
controversies.  Moreover,  to  make  matters  worse,  Thomas  did 
not  seem  to  adhere  to  one  consistent  or  clearly  defined  labor 
policy.  "The  Socialist  Party  has  no  clear  trade  union  policy 
in  the  Socialist  Party  or  elsewhere,"  commented  Benjamin 
Stolberg  in  The  Story  of  the  CIO.  "Since  the  1936  split  between 
the  so-called  militants  under  Norman  Thomas  and  the  right- 
wing  Socialists  under  Louis  Waldman,  in  which  the  Militants 
captured  the  party  apparatus,  the  Socialist  Party  has  been  wob- 
bling all  over  the  lot."  This  lack  of  consistency  on  Thomas' 
part  is  revealed  in  his  shifting  attitude  toward  the  New  York 
State  American  Labor  party  between  1936  and  1938.  In  a  letter 
of  November,  1936,  to  Maynard  Kreuger,  he  expressed  deter- 
mined opposition  to  Socialist-party  participation  in  the  Labor 
party : 

As  for  myself,  if  the  party  decides  that  we  are  forced  to 
play  the  kind  of  game  that  some  New  Yorkers  think  we 
must  play  with  a  very  unsatisfactory  Labor  Party,  I  shall, 
of  course,  stay  in  our  party  and  shall  go  along  in  what  has 
to  be  done.  But  I  am  through  with  any  attempt  at  leader- 
ship. I  shall  speak  and  write,  and  support  the  party  rather 
passively.  I  have  no  intention  whatever  myself  of  playing 
the  kind  of  game  that  some  comrades  seem  to  think  must 
be  played  with  Hillman,  Lewis,  &  Company.45 

Despite  these  feelings  and  convictions,  Thomas  withdrew  only 
a  year  later  from  the  1937  New  York  mayoralty  race.  He  ap- 
parently did  so  in  order  to  increase  the  chances  of  victory  for 
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La  Guardia,  who  had  the  support  of  the  American  Labor 
party.  The  Socialist  party,  however,  did  not  formally  endorse 
La  Guardia  or  the  American  Labor  party. 

The  1938  National  Convention  of  the  Socialist  party  was 
held  in  April  at  Kenosha,  Wisconsin.  The  foremost  issue  at 
that  convention  was  whether  or  not  the  Socialist  party  should 
join  forces  with  the  various  labor  parties,  specifically,  the 
Farmer-Labor  Political  Federation  in  Wisconsin  and  the  Amer- 
ican Labor  party  in  New  York.  The  burning  issue  was  whether 
or  not  the  New  York  party  should  be  allowed  to  affiliate  with 
the  American  Labor  party.  It  was  assumed  that,  in  any  event, 
Mayor  Daniel  Hoan  of  Milwaukee  would  not  be  restrained 
by  a  convention  decision  against  uniting  with  the  Wisconsin 
Farmer-Labor  Political  Federation.46  Both  Hoan  and  Thomas 
argued  vigorously  that  the  Socialist  party  should  affiliate  itself 
with  labor  parties,  on  local  levels,  wherever  possible.  Thomas 
had  apparently  been  convinced  of  the  wisdom  of  this  point  of 
view  by  his  old  friend  and  co-worker  Harry  Laidler,  the  exec- 
utive director  of  the  League  for  Industrial  Democracy;  Jack 
Altman,  secretary  of  the  New  York  party;  and  the  various 
members  of  the  trade-union  officialdom  who  still  remained 
within  the  party.  It  would  appear  that  President  David  Dubin- 
sky  of  the  International  Ladies'  Garment  Workers  Union  was 
welcoming  Socialists  into  the  American  Labor  party  in  order 
to  gain  aid  in  his  efforts  to  halt  the  growing  power  of  the 
Communist  groups  within  it. 

It  was  widely  rumored  at  the  convention  and  earlier  that 
Thomas  would  leave  the  party  in  the  event  that  his  view  on 
the  labor-party  issue  was  not  adopted.  Led  by  Maynard  Kreuger 
of  Chicago,  those  delegates  who  opposed  affiliation  with  the 
labor  parties  complained  that  Thomas  was  trying  to  bully  his 
party  by  putting  it  in  a  position  where  it  had  to  choose  be- 
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tween  accepting  his  views  on  the  labor-party  issue  and  losing 
him  as  a  party  leader.  "The  real  blackjack  for  the  party  trade 
union  burocracy  [sic]  in  the  party  was  Norman  Thomas,"  a 
factional  bulletin  charged.47  One  delegate,  who  voted  against 
the  Thomas  group  at  the  convention,  said  it  was  never  clearly 
established  that  Thomas  was  actually  considering  leaving  the 
party.  In  retrospect,  he  concluded  that  the  rumor  was  probably 
circulated  by  labor-party  partisans  without  Thomas'  knowl- 
edge or  consent. 

The  Thomas  forces  argued  for  an  unqualified  entrance  o£ 
the  New  York  State  Socialist  party  into  the  American  Labor 
party.  Kreuger  and  his  supporters  maintained  that  to  affiliate 
with  the  American  Labor  party  in  order  to  help  fight  the 
Communists  therein  was  a  rather  negative  form  of  political 
activity.  Moreover,  they  suggested  that  they  would  condone 
such  affiliation  only  if  the  Socialists  entered  as  a  group  rather 
than  as  individuals  and  only  if  they  retained  the  right  to  run 
their  own  candidates  in  situations  in  which  they  deemed  it 
necessary.  Such  qualifications  ruled  out  any  entrance  of  the 
Socialist  party  into  the  American  Labor  party,  of  course,  be- 
cause it  was  perfectly  obvious  that  affiliation  on  this  basis 
would  not  be  acceptable  to  ALP  leadership. 

When  the  debating  ceased  and  the  issue  was  put  to  a  vote, 
the  Kreuger  group  won  by  a  weighted  membership  vote  of 
3,414  to  3,163.  Needless  to  say,  Norman  Thomas  did  not  re- 
sign from  the  party,  as  had  been  predicted.  In  a  real  sense, 
the  voting  results  were  testimony  to  the  internal  democracy 
of  the  Socialist  party.  The  rank  and  file  had  determined  a 
major  policy  contrary  to  the  wishes  of  Thomas  and  the  other 
more  prominent  party  leaders. 

In  the  realm  of  foreign  policy  the  assembled  delegates  easily 
came  to  agreement.  They  followed  Thomas'  lead  and  issued 
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a  vigorous  antiwar  declaration,  which  included  the  charge  that 
the  administration  was  on  the  verge  of  leading  the  country 
into  war. 

The  defeat  of  the  proposal  to  affiliate  with  the  American 
Labor  party  widened  the  gap  between  unionists  and  non- 
unionists  within  the  Socialist  party.  During  the  months  that 
followed  the  Kenosha  convention  large  numbers  of  the  trade 
unionists  slipped  away,  usually  quietly,  from  the  party.  Many 
of  them,  such  as  Walter  Reuther,  were  destined  to  become 
major  figures  in  the  labor  movement.  In  long-range  terms  the 
advantage  that  the  Socialist  party  was  to  derive  from  the  fact 
that  so  many  prominent  trade  unionists  once  participated  in 
its  activities  was  practically  nil.  The  most  that  can  be  said  is 
that  some  of  these  persons  retained  a  vaguely  socialistic  out- 
look even  after  they  became  involved  in  the  politics  of  the  New 
Deal.  In  all  probability,  the  New  Deal  did  significant  damage 
to  the  Socialist  party  more  by  draining  away  its  most  valuable 
personnel  than  by  reducing  the  number  of  ballots  cast  for  it. 

It  was  at  the  1937  convention  that  Thomas  made  one  of  his 
greatest  concessions  to  so-called  "practical  politics."  Yet  in  his 
Socialism  on  the  Defensive,  which  was  completed  less  than 
six  months  after  the  Kenosha  convention,  he  already  seemed 
to  be  in  the  process  of  recanting  his  position  with  regard  to 
the  labor-party  issue.  Although  he  continued  to  give  praise  to 
the  ideal  of  Socialist  participation  in  a  labor  party,  he  was 
sharply  critical  of  the  American  Labor  party  as  it  was  then 
functioning.  "The  A.L.P.  claims  to  be,"  he  wrote,  "the  'only 
party  in  New  York  loyal  to  the  New  Deal,'  but  it  has  not  yet 
defined  what  it  means  by  the  New  Deal,  or  what  common 
denominator  of  conviction  and  program  unites  the  Republi- 
cans, Democrats,  Communists,  Social  Democrats,  and  pure  and 
simple  Labor  Party  men  on  its  ticket.  What  the  workers  are 
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to  think  of  the  old  parties  depends  on  (1)  where  they  live;  (2) 
what  office  is  involved.  This  sort  of  business  makes  American 
political  confusion  worse  confounded."48  Moreover,  Thomas 
was  quite  specific  in  his  rejection  of  "joint  electoral  action" 
with  the  American  Labor  party  in  the  election  that  was  in  the 
offing.  "Socialists  are  unanimous  in  thinking,"  he  stated,  "that 
in  the  New  York  Campaign  of  1938  they  cannot  make  the 
A.L.P.  their  electoral  agency.  They  must  run  their  own  ticket 
on  which  may  appear  some  A.L.P.  candidates  who  are  neither 
Communists,  Republicans,  or  Democrats."  49 

Keep  America  Out  of  War 

For  several  years  following  the  Kenosha  convention  Norman 
Thomas  was  largely  immersed  in  thought  and  activities  that 
were  designed  to  keep  his  country  out  of  the  emerging  world 
conflagration.  He  was  to  take  a  position  of  steadfast  opposi- 
tion to  American  involvement  in  the  world  war  that  he  fully 
expected  to  break  out.  His  antiwar  view,  however,  was  no 
longer  predicated  on  an  absolute  pacifism,  as  was  true  of  his 
opposition  to  World  War  I.  His  strong  sympathy  with  the 
Loyalist  government  during  the  Spanish  Civil  War  and  his 
belief  that  a  military  victory  over  Franco  was  a  basic  pre- 
requisite to  a  decent  and  peaceful  world  led  him  to  modify 
his  pacifism.  Indeed,  he  strongly  urged  that  the  American 
Socialist  party  do  all  within  its  power  to  aid  the  Loyalist  gov- 
ernment, despite  strong  protests  from  pacifist  elements  within 
his  party. 

Thomas'  old  friend  and  co-worker  for  unpopular  causes, 
Reverend  John  Haynes  Holmes,  pleaded  with  him,  in  Decem- 
ber of  1936,  to  hold  fast  to  his  pacifism  despite  the  Spanish 
Civil  War.  "You  and  I,  Norman,"  Holmes  wrote,  "have  been 
through  this  business  before.  We  stood  fast  when  Belgians 
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lifted  cries  as  pitiful  as  those  lifted  by  Spaniards  today,  and 
when  Paris  was  beset  no  less  terribly  than  Madrid.  ...  I  ap- 
peal to  you  as  the  successor  of  Gene  Debs,  and  as  yourself  an 
uncompromising  pacifist  of  consistent  and  heroic  record,  to 
save  the  Party  and  the  nation  from  this  madness  before  it  is 
too  late."50  Thomas  replied,  in  part: 

...  I  would  be  a  much  happier  man  if  I  could  agree  with 
you. 

During  the  World  War  I  was  its  opponent  on  two  lines: 
first  Socialist  opposition  to  that  particular  war  and  second 
a  Christian  position  in  philosophy.  This  latter  position  I  was 
compelled  for  various  reasons — by  no  means  all  of  them  con- 
nected with  the  issue  of  war — greatly  to  modify.51 

Pacifist  opposition  to  the  sending  of  arms  to  Loyalist  Spain 
was  a  sentiment  that  Thomas  could  understand  and  respect, 
but  he  found  no  justification  for  the  opposition  of  President 
Roosevelt  and  the  Congress  to  such  a  move.  Indignantly, 
Thomas  pointed  out  that  United  States  trade  with  Japan, 
which  was  waging  an  unjustified  war  against  China,  had  not 
ceased.  Beginning  with  the  Spanish  Civil  War,  he  was  to  sub- 
ject Roosevelt  and  his  foreign  policy  to  scorching  criticism,  and 
as  the  years  went  by  his  attitude  became  more  bitter.  In  Janu- 
ary, 1937,  he  wrote: 

The  whole  record  shows  that  with  impunity  and  without 
rebuke  established  governments  if  they  are  conservative  or 
Fascist  have  been  allowed  to  buy  what  they  needed  in  the 
way  of  military  supplies  when  not  actually  at  war  with  an- 
other nation.  It  is  only  when  the  Spanish  Government  fights 
against  Fascism  for  the  peace  and  freedom  of  mankind  that 
the  President's  scruples  are  suddenly  aroused. 
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What  is  the  explanation?  In  part,  at  least  this:  He  sees  in 
the  Spanish  incident  a  chance  to  get  discretionary  power  for 
the  Executive  as  against  Congress  over  the  whole  trade  in 
arms.  The  desire  for  it  in  this  case  is  an  ominous  sign  of  a 
drift  towards  personal  government.52 

Thomas'  position  on  Spain  was  in  keeping,  as  he  saw  it,  with 
his  strong  antiwar  convictions.  "It  is  because  I  believe,"  he 
reasoned,  "so  thoroughly  in  the  horror  and  futility  of  war  that 
I  think  we  must  do  all  we  can  to  help  our  Spanish  comrades 
stop  Franco's  war  and  by  stopping  it  greatly  increase  the  world's 
hope  of  avoiding  the  catastrophe  of  a  second  world  war  far 
worse  than  the  first."53  Despite  his  insistence  upon  the  im- 
portance of  giving  aid  to  Loyalist  Spain,  he  was  utterly  un- 
willing to  sanction  any  aspect  of  American  foreign  policy  that 
he  judged  would  make  more  likely  the  involvement  of  the 
United  States  in  another  war. 

Because  of  his  passionate  antiwar  conviction,  he  helped  to 
organize  and  became  a  leading  member  of  the  Keep  America 
Out  of  War  Congress.  In  the  work  of  this  organization  he  was 
joined  by  other  leading  Americans  who  were  both  staunchly 
antiwar  and  anti-Fascist.  Among  others,  its  membership  in- 
cluded: Charles  A.  Beard,  Alfred  Bingham,  Bruce  Bliven, 
Paul  Brissenden,  John  Chamberlain,  Louis  Corey,  John  Dos 
Passos,  Henry  Pratt  Fairchild,  James  T.  Farrell,  John  T.  Flynn, 
John  Haynes  Holmes,  Sidney  Hook,  Ben  W.  Huebsch,  Edwin 
C.  Johnson,  John  Paul  Jones,  Susan  La  Follette,  Harry  W. 
Laidler,  Frederick  J.  Libby,  A.  J.  Muste,  David  de  Sola  Pool, 
and  Carlo  Tresca.  Thomas  was  to  take  pains  to  point  out  over 
and  over  again  that  his  antiwar  position  did  not  involve  any 
fondness  for  fascism.  "We  who  insist  that  Americans  must 
keep  out  of  war,"  he  declared,  "do  not  do  it  because  we  condone 
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fascism,  but  because  American  participation  in  war  will  bring 
new  horrors  and  sure  fascism  to  America  without  curing  fas- 
cism abroad."  °4  Even  after  World  War  II  had  begun,  in  Sep- 
tember, 1939,  he  wrote  in  a  similar  vein  to  Upton  Sinclair: 
"Much  as  I  hate  Nazism,  I  still  believe  we  can  keep  America 
out  of  war  or  else  we  will  see  fascism  spread."  °° 

In  the  years  leading  up  to  Pearl  Harbor,  Norman  Thomas 
clearly  believed  that  the  most  important  function  of  the  So- 
cialist party  was  to  help  keep  the  United  States  out  of  World 
War  II.  When  the  1940  convention  of  the  Socialist  party  opened 
in  April  at  Washington,  D.C.,  it  was  almost  certain  that 
Norman  Thomas  would  once  again  be  elected  as  the  party's 
standard-bearer.  Nevertheless,  there  were  some  evident  signs 
of  tension  and  discord  among  the  delegates.  There  was  a  defi- 
nite cleavage  among  the  assembled  Socialists  concerning  the 
advisability  of  extending  aid  to  the  European  nations  that  were 
already  engaged  in  war  with  Hitler.  Thomas'  position  was 
that  economic  assistance  to  these  belligerent  nations  would 
inevitably  lead  to  war.  He  argued  that  the  Roosevelt  program 
of  extending  aid  to  Britain  and  France  just  "short  of  war" 
meant  war  itself.06  Indeed,  his  conviction  concerning  these 
matters  was  so  strong  that  he  let  it  be  known  that  he  would 
not  accept  the  nomination  unless  the  convention  adopted  his 
views  on  foreign  policy.  Apparently,  the  majority  of  the  dele- 
gates were  in  substantial  agreement  with  his  analysis  of  the 
war  situation;  yet  there  was  a  very  vocal,  if  not  large,  minority 
that  argued  that  aiding  the  Allies  would  make  Hitler's  tri- 
umph less  likely  and,  consequently,  would  make  America's 
involvement  in  the  war  less  likely.  The  crux  of  this  argument 
was  that  most  Americans  would  ultimately  choose  to  go  to 
war  rather  than  to  see  a  victorious  Hitler.  Important  persons 
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in  the  party  supported  this  position,  including  Jack  Altman, 
secretary  of  the  New  York  City  party;  Alfred  Baker  Lewis  of 
Massachusetts,  perhaps  the  party's  foremost  financial  angel; 
and  Paul  Porter  of  Wisconsin.  The  minority  report  favoring 
aid  to  the  European  democracies  was  defeated  by  a  vote  of 
159  to  28.  With  210  delegates  present  at  the  convention,  this 
vote  meant  that  more  than  10  per  cent  of  them  refrained 
altogether  from  voting  on  this  important  issue.  Whether  these 
abstainers  were  motivated  by  indecision  or  apathy,  their  failure 
to  take  a  stand  was  rather  ominous  insofar  as  the  Socialist 
party's  future  was  concerned. 

In  his  speech  accepting  the  nomination,  Mr.  Thomas  em- 
phasized the  theme  that  America's  greatest  service  to  mankind 
would  be  to  make  democracy  more  effective  at  home: 

America  and  American  democracy  need  not  fail.  And  the 
success  of  our  democracy  shall  be  as  a  great  light  whose  rays 
may  pierce  open  the  clouds  of  war  and  totalitarianism  under 
which  our  brethren  grope  in  the  motherlands  of  civilization 
in  Europe  and  Asia. 

The  magnitude  and  adequacy  of  our  success  lies  not  wholly 
in  our  hands.  But  if  we  carry  on  as  this  convention  has 
begun,  we  shall  have  proved  ourselves  worthy  of  our  great 
name  and  great  tradition.  We  shall  be  the  bearer  of  hope  to 
mankind.  .  .  ,57 

The  foreign-policy  plank  adopted  by  the  convention  echoed 
Thomas'  sentiments  and  was  probably  written  by  him: 

To  furnish  supplies  for  other  people's  war  is,  to  the  profit 
seekers,  a  welcome  alternative  to  supplying  our  own  people 
with  their  daily  bread.  But  the  search  for  war  profits  and 
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armament  economics  leads  straight  to  war.  War  and  frantic 
preparation  for  war  means  the  totalitarian  state,  not  Socialist 
Freedom. 
To  the  whole  world  let  America  say : 

"We  will  not  share  in  the  collective  suicide  of  your  wars. 
We  will,  to  the  best  of  our  ability,  aid  the  victims  of  war  and 
oppression.  We  will  seek  with  all  neutrals  at  the  first  ap- 
propriate occasion  to  mediate  in  behalf  of  negotiated  peace. 
And  to  make  that  peace  effective,  we  will  cooperate  in  dis- 
armament and  in  all  economic  arrangements  which  will  les- 
sen the  strain  of  insecurity  and  exploitation  upon  the  peoples 
of  the  world."  58 

During  the  campaign  of  1940  and  afterward,  Thomas  spoke 
and  acted  in  strict  accordance  with  his  party's  platform.  He 
opposed  virtually  every  major  foreign-policy  measure  of  the 
administration  in  power,  including:  Selective  Service,  the  de- 
stroyer deal  with  Britain,59  Lend-Lease,  and  the  convoying  of 
American  merchant  vessels.  At  the  same  time  he,  rather  than 
Roosevelt  or  Willkie,  advocated  the  opening  of  America's  doors 
to  the  victims  of  Nazi  persecution.  Not  only  did  Thomas  attack 
the  administration's  policies,  but  he  also  directed  much  of  his 
criticism  toward  Roosevelt  as  an  individual.  In  the  midst  of 
the  1940  presidential  campaign  he  wrote  to  the  President  a 
letter  that  Roosevelt  apparently  interpreted  as  casting  asper- 
sions upon  his  integrity.  In  July,  1940,  Roosevelt  replied  to 
Thomas : 

...  I  think  that  knowing  me  you  will  want  to  withdraw 
the  grossly  unfair  suggestion  in  your  second  paragraph,  that 
I  am  in  favor  of  some  form  of  conscription  because  of  the 
executive  power  which  it  gives  me  personally.  That  is  un- 
worthy of  you. 
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You  and  I  may  perhaps  disagree  as  to  the  danger  to  the 
United  States — but  we  can  at  least  give  each  other  credit 
for  the  honesty  that  lies  behind  our  opinions.  Frankly,  I  am 
greatly  fearful  for  the  safety  of  this  country  over  a  period  of 
years,  because  I  think  that  the  tendency  of  the  present  vic- 
torious dictatorships  is  to  segregate  us  and  surround  us  to 
such  an  extent  that  we  will  become  vulnerable  to  a  final 
attack  when  they  get  ready  to  make  it.  .  .  .  Incidentally, 
though  you  are  a  student  and  thinker,  I  cannot  help  feeling 
that  my  sources  of  information  are  just  as  good  and  probably 
better,  for  the  reason  that  they  come  from  so  many  more 
places,  than  yours. 

With  a  sincerity  and  an  honesty  equal  to  yours,  I  believe 
that  we  ought  this  Autumn  to  take  some  kind  of  action  which 
will  better  prepare  Americans  by  selection  and  training  for 
national  defense  than  we  have  ever  done  before.60 

It  would  appear  that  Roosevelt  did  not  succeed  in  convincing 
Thomas  of  the  former's  integrity  on  the  war  question.  In  March, 
1941,  months  after  receiving  this  note  of  protest  from  Mr.  Roo- 
sevelt, Thomas  wrote  a  letter  to  Senator  Burton  K.  Wheeler, 
in  which  he  indicated  little  trust  of  the  President  and  consider- 
able bitterness  toward  him.  "I  am  writing  you  because  it  burns 
me  up,"  Thomas  explained  to  his  Senator-friend,  "to  discover 
the  attitude  of  so  many  people  who  wait  with  resignation  to 
find  out  whether  the  President  will  put  us  all  the  way  into 
war  or  half  way  into  war  or  what.  Is  there  nothing  at  all  that 
you  folks  in  Washington  can  do  to  some  degree  to  take  the 
play  out  of  his  hands?"  61  In  July,  1941,  Mr.  Thomas  wrote  to 
his  brother  Ralph,  "I  still  think  we  can  and  should  keep  out 
of  belligerent  participation  in  the  war,  but  I  have  no  confidence 
in  Roosevelt."  62 
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Even  before  World  War  II  broke  out,  the  Socialist  party 
had  been  in  a  poor  state  of  health.  At  the  Kenosha  convention, 
in  1938,  it  was  reported  that  the  membership  had  declined  to 
7,000,  which  represented  a  loss  of  two-thirds  from  its  1934 
high  of  21,000.  This  1938  figure  was  even  slightly  below  the 
party's  reported  membership  for  1928,  which  had  previously 
been  thought  of  as  the  year  of  its  greatest  weakness.  No  matter 
how  one  evaluates  the  position  that  Norman  Thomas  took  on 
the  war  question  from  a  moral  point  of  view,  there  can  be  no 
doubt  that,  practically  speaking,  it  had  the  effect  of  furthering 
the  disintegration  of  the  Socialist  party.  As  the  war  continued, 
more  and  more  Socialists,  especially  the  more  prominent  ones, 
became  prowar.  Ironically,  most  of  those  who  had  once  led 
the  militant  caucus,  and  even  persons  who  had  been  to  the  left 
of  it,  came  to  support  the  war  and  the  New  Deal  as  ardently  as 
had  the  former  old-guard  leaders.  Considering  how  lukewarm 
their  radicalism  had  become  by  1940,  earlier  militant  denuncia- 
tions of  the  old  guard  for  its  refusal  to  commit  itself  in  ad- 
vance to  revolutionary  opposition  to  any  conceivable  war  seemed 
almost  laughable.  Fearing  that  an  open  fight  on  the  war  ques- 
tion would  destroy  the  Socialist  party,  Norman  Thomas  pre- 
vailed, with  some  degree  of  success,  upon  those  party  members 
who  were  prowar  to  leave  the  party  without  provoking  another 
factional  fight.  Consequently,  this  is  usually  referred  to  in 
Socialist  circles  as  the  "silent  split." 

Of  course,  after  leaving  the  party,  these  prowar  Socialists 
did  not  remain  silent.  They  were,  as  time  went  on,  increasingly 
seeing  eye  to  eye  with  President  Roosevelt  on  a  variety  of 
issues  rather  than  with  their  former  party  leader.  When  Thomas 
testified  before  a  congressional  committee  in  opposition  to 
Lend-Lease  in  January,  1941,  a  group  of  these  former  So- 
cialists issued  a  statement  expressing  their  disagreement  with 
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his  position  on  the  pending  bill.  They  stated  that  they  did  not 
believe  that  Socialists  could  remain  neutral  with  respect  to  a 
conflict  "involving  the  fate  of  human  values  built  up  over 
centuries."  63  They  referred,  with  pride,  to  Socialist  opposition 
to  World  War  I;  but  World  War  II,  they  suggested,  was  quite 
a  different  matter.  This  statement  was  signed  by  Jack  Altman, 
former  secretary  of  the  New  York  City  Socialist  party;  Frank 
R.  Crosswaith,  general  organizer  of  the  International  Ladies' 
Garment  Workers  Union;  Murray  Gross,  former  chairman  of 
the  party's  labor  committee;  Alfred  Baker  Lewis,  former  chair- 
man of  the  Massachusetts  Socialist  party;  Reinhold  Niebuhr,  of 
the  Union  Theological  Seminary;  and  Gus  Tyler,  former  editor 
of  the  Socialist  Call.  A  few  months  later  many  of  these  same 
persons  helped  to  found  the  Union  for  Democratic  Action, 
which  eventually  developed  into  the  better-known  Americans 
for  Democratic  Action. 

The  noninterventionist  position  of  the  Socialist  party,  under 
the  leadership  of  Norman  Thomas,  tended  to  alienate  most 
of  the  radical  and  liberal  world.  It  was,  in  effect,  the  final  blow 
to  the  Socialist  party,  which  was  already  in  a  greatly  weakened 
state.  Even  though  the  organization  mustered  up,  with  the 
greatest  difficulty,  enough  energy  to  enter  candidates  in  every 
presidential  campaign  through  1956,  its  existence  since  the 
early  1940's  has  been  more  akin  to  death  than  to  life. 


Chapter  VII 


From  War  to  Peace? 


"Pearl  Harbor  meant  for  me,"  wrote  Thomas  in  What  Is  Our 
Destiny,  "the  defeat  of  the  dearest  single  ambition  of  my  life : 
that  I  might  have  been  of  service  in  keeping  my  country  out 
of  a  second  world  war.  I  had  never  forgotten — although  I 
suspect  he  has — the  day  when  one  of  my  sons,  already  a  veteran 
in  this  war  but  then  a  little  boy  just  starting  school,  came 
home  and  asked  me,  'Daddy  will  there  be  another  war  and 
must  I  fight  in  it?  Can't  you  stop  it?'  "  * 

"Critical  Support" 

Once  the  United  States  became  formally  involved  in  World 
War  II,  the  Socialist  party  did  not  continue  its  opposition  to 
the  war  effort,  as  it  had  during  World  War  I.  Instead,  at  its 
1942  Milwaukee  convention  it  decided  upon  a  position  of 
"critical  support."  2  Essentially,  this  was  a  compromise  position 
between  the  absolute  pacifists  in  the  party  and  those  members 
who  thought  that  a  democratic  Socialist  party  would  be  com- 
mitting political  suicide  by  refusing  to  support  the  war  in  any 
fashion,  and  thus  indirectly  giving  aid  and  comfort  to  the 
Fascist  dictatorships. 

For  Thomas  it  was  a  choice  "between  the  circles  of  hell,  but 
to  escape  the  lowest  circle  of  fascist  victory  was  a  choice  worth 
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making."  Norman  Thomas,  the  inveterate  crusader  who  seemed 
to  need  to  do  battle  for  a  good  cause  in  order  to  sustain  him- 
self, "had  to  accept  the  kind  of  world  in  which  decent  men 
could  find  no  immediate  alternative  to  a  thing  so  brutal  and 
self-frustrating  as  war."  He  saw  "no  political  chance  of  trying 
the  alternative  either  of  Gandhi  or  Trotsky."  3  Over  and  over 
again  in  the  course  of  the  hundreds  of  speeches  that  he  made 
against  American  entry  into  World  War  II,  he  promised  to 
do  his  "best,"  if  the  United  States  did  enter  the  conflict,  "to 
defeat"  his  "own  worst  prophecies"  concerning  the  consequences 
of  the  country's  involvement.4  He  did  not  give  this  pledge 
lightly,  and  in  the  years  to  come  he  unceasingly  devoted  his 
boundless  energies  to  preserving  and  enlarging  democracy  at 
home  and  to  working  for  the  establishment  of  the  kind  of 
peace  that  he  thought  would  preclude  a  third  world  war. 

His  determination  to  preserve  American  democracy  was 
well  exemplified  by  his  reaction  to  the  internment  of  Japanese 
Americans.  No  public  figure  in  America  reacted  so  swiftly 
to  the  injustice  inherent  in  the  situation,  nor  was  any  man 
more  involved  in  the  attempt  to  right  this  wrong.  He  spared 
no  effort  to  make  the  people  of  the  United  States  aware  of 
this  basic  violation  of  the  American  tradition  of  liberty.  Early 
in  March,  1942,  he  wrote: 

But  by  far  the  worst  blot  on  the  good  record  the  American 
government  and  people  have  been  making  in  the  preserva- 
tion of  civil  liberties  is  the  Presidential  order  giving  to  generals 
in  command  of  wide  and  ill-defined  army  areas  the  power  to 
remove,  absolutely,  any  and  all  aliens  AND  CITIZENS  from 
their  homes  and  businesses  in  those  areas.  Granting  that 
the  Japanese  problem  on  the  West  Coast  is  serious,  so  drastic 
a  provision  is  a  good  deal  like  burning  down  Chicago  to 


214  Norman  Thomas,  Respectable  Rebel 

get  rid  of  gangsters.  It  makes  all  Americans  of  Japanese 
ancestry  the  scapegoat  for  possible  F.B.I,  and  army  brass 
hat  inefficiency.  It  invites  retaliation  by  the  Japanese  against 
American  civilians  as  well  as  prisoners  of  war  in  the  ter- 
ritories they  hold. 

It  sets  an  enormously  dangerous  precedent  for  military 
dictatorship  over  our  own  liberties.  It  will  be  taken  in  other 
countries  as  another  proof  of  racial  arrogance.  The  worst 
feature  of  the  whole  bad  business  is  the  small  volume  of 
protest  and  the  considerable  volume  of  applause  from  the 
West  Coast  for  this  establishment  of  military  despotism.  What 
a  way  to  defend  democracy.5 

Thomas  protested  the  "relocation"  of  Japanese  Americans  from 
platforms  in  every  corner  of  the  country,  not  excluding  the  west 
coast.  He  wrote  a  pamphlet,  Democracy  and  Japanese  Ameri- 
cans, which  was  probably  the  first  detailed  account  of  the 
problem.  In  short,  he  did  everything  in  his  power  to  alert 
his  fellow  citizens  to  what  many  of  them  came  to  regard,  but 
only  years  later,  as  our  worst  wartime  mistake. 

The  type  of  campaign  that  Thomas  waged  in  the  presidential 
election  of  1944  was  also  consistent  with  his  pledge  that,  should 
war  come,  he  would  do  his  best  to  insure  that  his  own  dire 
predictions  concerning  its  results  were  not  realized.  He  ran 
on  a  platform  that  argued  for  a  statement  of  concrete  and 
democratic  peace  terms  rather  than  insisting  upon  "uncondi- 
tional surrender."  "Shouting  that  slogan,"  it  declared,  "the 
Roosevelt  Administration  is  prolonging  this  war  and  inviting 
the  next  by  underwriting  with  the  lives  of  our  sons  the  res- 
toration and  maintenance  of  the  British,  Dutch  and  French 
Empires  in  the  Far  East,  and  the  Balkanization  of  Europe 
between  Moscow  and  London."  6 
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Thomas'  experiences  and  conclusions  with  respect  to  the 
First  World  War  significantly  affected  his  evaluation  and  fears 
regarding  the  outcome  of  the  Second  World  War.  He  had  long 
held  that  the  vengeful  Peace  of  Versailles  contributed  to  the 
coming  of  World  War  II.  Thus,  he  felt  determined  in  his 
1944  campaign  to  persuade  his  fellow  citizens  that  "There  is 
no  hope  for  peace  but  forgiveness  and  reconciliation  between 
the  peoples  of  the  world,  all  of  whom  have  suffered  from  sins 
of  which  none  is  wholly  innocent.  No  nation,  not  even  if  it 
speaks  English,  is  good  enough  to  play  the  role  of  a  God  of 
vengeance  and  wrath  to  the  workers  of  enemy  lands."  7 

In  keeping  with  this  position,  he  lambasted  the  various 
theories,  especially  popular  in  liberal  circles,  which  seemed 
to  hold  Germans  responsible,  on  virtually  a  racial  basis,  for 
the  two  world  wars  and  for  practically  all  other  wars  in  history. 
He  readily  conceded  that  the  Nazi  government  had  perpetrated 
crimes  of  such  cruelty  and  barbarity  that  the  whole  concept 
of  human  civilization  was  threatened  and  that  large  numbers 
of  Germans  were  personally  responsible.  Yet  he  insisted  that 
to  condemn  a  whole  people  for  the  behavior  of  their  govern- 
ment, especially  a  totalitarian  government  whose  acts  they 
could  criticize  only  at  the  risk  of  life  and  limb,  was  to  judge 
the  mass  of  German  people  by  hero  standards,  by  which  few 
people  had  ever  lived.  He  pointed  to  the  irony  of  evaluating 
our  enemy  in  the  context  of  racism  when  we  were  in  the  midst 
of  a  war  ostensibly  waged  to  wipe  Nazi  racism  from  the  face 
of  the  earth.  White  Americans,  he  observed  wryly,  even  those 
who  believed  in  full  and  equal  rights  for  the  Negro  minority  in 
the  United  States,  were  on  the  whole  very  timid  when  it  came  to 
fighting  segregation  and  discrimination  in  their  country.  The 
insensitivity  of  his  fellow  citizens  to  the  plight  of  the  interned 
Japanese  Americans,  Thomas  pointed  out  on  every  possible 
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occasion,  made  it  even  more  clear  that  Americans  en  masse, 
as  well  as  Germans,  were  not  of  the  stuff  of  which  heroes  are 
made. 

In  a  radio  address  during  July,  1944,  directed  rather  specifi- 
cally to  candidate  Roosevelt,  Thomas  lectured,  interrogated, 
and  admonished  the  President.  His  basic  complaint  was  about 
the  lack  of  a  "peace  offensive"  to  match  the  "military  offensive." 
"It  is  terribly  clear,"  he  deplored,  "that  there  has  been  no  such 
statement  of  the  positive  aims  of  the  United  Nations.  The  de- 
mand for  'unconditional  surrender'  is  no  substitute  for  them. 
That  merely  masks  the  divisions  among  the  United  Nations 
themselves,  while  it  tends  to  unite  to  the  bitter  end  the  peoples 
of  the  enemy  countries  and  their  rulers."  8  No  aspect  of  Roo- 
sevelt's conduct  of  the  war  disturbed  Thomas  more  than  the 
emphasis  upon  unconditional  surrender.  He  reiterated  and  elab- 
orated his  attack  on  the  phrase  in  hundreds  of  speeches  and 
articles.  "The  war  nears  its  end  in  an  inferno  of  destruction," 
Thomas  continued  in  his  radio  speech,  "yet  our  American  boys 
are  left  to  guess  about  the  kind  of  peace  for  which  they  fight 
and  die.  What  little  information  we  have  had  concerns  the 
post-war  machinery  for  enforcing  peace,  rather  than  the  nature 
of  the  peace  we  are  to  enforce."  9  In  the  closing  passages  of 
his  speech  Thomas  spoke  more  directly  to  the  President,  and 
his  words  became  more  caustic: 

No  one  doubts,  Mr.  President,  your  personal  good  will  to 
men  of  all  races,  yet  you  almost  killed  your  own  Fair  Em- 
ployment Practice  Commission,  you  have  countenanced  ra- 
cial discrimination  in  the  armed  forces  and  you  have  never 
put  your  official  power  behind  the  drive  for  anti-lynching 
and  anti-poll  tax  legislation.  What  do  you  now  propose  to 
do  in  this  dark  field  of  racial  strife  ? 
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The  political  reasons  which  have  silenced  you  are  bound 
up  in  a  party  alignment  in  America  which  jeopardizes 
democracy.  Do  you  believe  that  a  party  like  your  own,  which 
rests  organizationally  on  the  Southern  Bourbons  like  Bilbo 
and  the  Northern  bosses  like  Hague,  both  of  whom,  especially 
the  latter,  you  have  continuously  appeased,  can  ever  be  the 
vehicle  for  plenty,  peace,  and  freedom?  10 

Thomas  versus  Niebuhr 

Perhaps  the  best  way  to  understand  Thomas'  reasons  for 
waging  the  1944  campaign  and  his  politics  as  of  that  time  is 
to  read  in  its  entirety  an  open  letter  that  he  sent  to  former 
Socialist  Reinhold  Niebuhr,  who  was  then  chairman  of  the 
Union  for  Democratic  Action,  which  in  1947  became  the 
Americans  for  Democratic  Action.  Thomas'  plea  that  Niebuhr 
and  his  followers  return  to  the  Socialist  fold  provides  an  ex- 
cellent summary  of  the  reasons  for  Thomas'  unwillingness — 
perhaps  inability — to  accommodate  himself  to  the  Democratic 
party,  even  under  the  leadership  of  Roosevelt.  Thomas'  letter 
and  Niebuhr's  thoughtful  and  incisive  reply  lay  bare  the  dif- 
ferences on  issues  and  approaches  to  politics  that  separated 
Thomas  then  and  in  years  to  come  from  ardent  liberals  and 
socialists  who  had  become  New  Dealers.  Thomas  wrote  to 
Niebuhr  on  July  25,  1944: 

I  write  this  open  letter  to  you  because  you  stand  for — yes, 
and  lead — many  men  and  women  of  unquestioned  sincerity 
and  good-will  who,  through  the  Political  Action  Committee, 
the  Union  for  Democratic  Action  or  otherwise,  are  now 
supporting  the  Democratic  ticket,  although  by  conviction 
they  are  democratic  socialists.  I  ask  why,  this  year  of  all 
years,  you  are  supporting  the  Democrats. 
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I  could  have  understood  it  far  more  easily  in  1936;  I  did 
understand  it,  despite  my  own  disagreement,  in  1940.  But 
NOW!  .  .  . 

Is  it  on  the  platform?  That  I  can  hardly  believe.  The 
Democratic  platform  is  virtually  interchangeable  with  the 
Republican.  Indeed,  the  latter  is  slightly  more  liberal,  for 
instance,  in  dealing  with  the  vital  matter  of  action  to  pro- 
mote race  equality. 

However,  Roosevelt  and  Dewey  could  exchange  platforms 
and  the  voters  would  be  none  the  wiser.  The  Republicans 
are  not  more  emphatic  than  the  Democrats  in  asserting  their 
faith  in  "competitive  enterprise."  And  they  will  be  as  little 
sincere  and  effective  in  making  such  an  economic  order  work 
after  its  abysmal  failure. 

How  often  have  you  yourself  argued  that  there  can  neither 
be  full  employment  nor  abundance  without  plan  and  without 
the  social  control  of  the  commanding  heights  of  our  economic 
order!  You  have  shared  my  conviction  that  such  control  CAN 
be  democratic  and  can  indeed  increase  the  amount  of  true 
freedom  in  the  world.  Have  you  changed  your  mind  now 
that  the  undesirability  and  impossibility  of  restoring  the 
dominance  of  the  profit  system  has  been  proved  by  depres- 
sion and  war  and  the  miracle  of  war  time  production  under 
planning  ? 

I  shall  not  insult  you  by  assuming  that  you  support  the 
Democratic  ticket  because  of  its  planks,  which  are  virtually 
identical  with  the  Republican.  They  contain  no  application 
of  the  ethical  principles  you  have  so  eloquently  preached, 
and  no  formula  for  avoiding  that  Third  World  War  of  whose 
probability  you  have  warned  us.  They  are  based  on  the  fal- 
lacy that  machinery  for  the  enforcement  of  peace  makes  the 
nature  of  the  peace  to  be  enforced  unimportant  and  that 
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a  Quadruple — really  a  Triple — Alliance  masked  behind  a 
phoney  internationalism  will  succeed  when  all  similar  al- 
liances have  failed.  That  fallacy  lies  at  the  heart  of  the  Presi- 
dent's Great  Design. 

If  not  the  platform,  is  it  the  man,  Roosevelt,  whom  you 
are  supporting?  Granting  his  real  accomplishments,  especially 
in  his  first  term,  will  you  not  admit  these  facts : 

Roosevelt  has  pushed  no  major  progressive  legislation  since 

1937- 
Before  the  war  he  had  not  conquered  unemployment  but 

had  stabilized  it  and  subsidized  the  unemployment  at  a  level 

of  about  23  per  cent  of  the  workers. 

Today  most  of  his  former  progressive  associates  constitute 
the  New  Deal  Government-in-exile.  His  reconverters  are  the 
capitalist  Bernard  Baruch  and  the  cotton  broker  Will  Clay- 
ton. 

Roosevelt  advocated  total  conscription  of  human  beings  in 
war  and  gives  signs  of  supporting  permanent  military  con- 
scription of  our  youth  in  peace. 

He  has  no  program  adequate  to  the  conquest  of  poverty, 
and  his  underwriting  of  white  supremacy  in  the  Far  East 
and  the  Balkanization  of  Europe  between  Moscow  and  Lon- 
don is  an  invitation  to  new  war. 

Finally,  on  the  basis  of  one  of  your  own  favorite  quota- 
tions, "power  corrupts  and  absolute  power  corrupts  ab- 
solutely," there  is  a  very  real  argument  against  the  fourth 
term.  That  agreement  may  be  outweighed  by  the  case  against 
Governor  Dewey,  but  we  Socialists  offer  you  an  alternative 
to  both.  (And  that  alternative  is  not  support  of  this  New 
York  "Liberal  Party,"  which  broke  with  the  Communist- 
dominated  American  Labor  Party  only  to  support  the  same 
candidate  as  it  and  the  Democrats  are  supporting!) 
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There  is,  or  was  before  the  defeat  of  Mr.  Wallace,  one 
more  possibility:  namely,  that  your  group  thought  to  over- 
come all  these  disadvantages  by  forcing  through  the  Demo- 
cratic convention  the  renomination  of  a  genuine,  if  some- 
what erratic,  liberal  for  Vice-President.  It  would  at  best  have 
been  a  poor  consolation.  BUT  EVEN  THAT  FAILED. 

Roosevelt  was  too  sure  of  you  and  your  liberal  and  labor 
colleagues.  He  had  to  appease  Hague  and  Bilbo.  So  the 
Democrats,  with  Roosevelt's  blessing,  gave  us  as  Vice-Presi- 
dential candidate  and  possible  future  President  one  of  Con- 
vict Boss  Pendergast's  proteges,  whose  record  is  not  ade- 
quately redeemed  by  the  fact  that  he  has  been  chairman 
of  a  useful  Senatorial  Committee. 

Roosevelt  told  us  that  Dr.  New  Deal  died.  The  convention 
proceeded  to  jump  on  his  grave. 

You  left  us  because  of  honest  differences  over  an  inter- 
ventionist policy  before  Pearl  Harbor.  We  got  war.  It — 
especially  the  European  war — is  almost  won.  Now,  HOW 
ABOUT  WINNING  THE  PEACE?  How  about  insisting 
that  the  demand  for  unconditional  surrender  be  replaced  by 
terms  which  may  hasten  a  constructive  people's  revolution 
in  Germany? 

What  party  but  the  Socialist  Party  is  demanding  that  ? 

You  may  reply  that  the  kind  of  peace  we  want  is  impossible 
now.  Very  likely.  But  to  work  for  it  is  the  only  self-respecting 
thing  to  do;  the  effort  may  have  greater  influence  than  you 
think:  and  the  struggle  need  not  stop  in  the  postwar  years. 

The  larger  the  Socialist  vote,  the  greater  and  more  im- 
mediate the  pressure  for  a  decent  peace  and  for  freedom  and 
plenty  with  which  the  cause  of  peace  is  bound  up. 

The  larger  the  Socialist  vote,  the  greater  the  inspiration 
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toward  the  kind  of  political  realignment  which  our  friends 
in  Canada  are  auspiciously  achieving. 

IN  THE  LIGHT  OF  THESE  FACTS,  I  THINK 
YOU  AND  THOUSANDS  OF  MEN  AND  WOMEN 
OF  LIKE  OPINION  WILL  BE  VERY  UNHAPPY  IF 
YOU  THROW  AWAY  YOUR  VOTE  BY  VOTING 
FOR  WHAT  YOU  DON'T  WANT,  AND  GETTING 
IT— AS  YOU  WILL  IF  EITHER  ROOSEVELT  OR 
DEWEY  WINS. 

It  is  not  too  late.  You  will  be  welcomed  with  open  arms 
to  the  company  of  those  who  fight  under  the  banner  of 
democratic  Socialism — for  plenty,  peace  and  freedom.11 

This  was  Niebuhr's  reply  of  September  8,  1944: 

As  chairman  of  the  Union  for  Democratic  Action,  allow 
me  to  answer  your  open  letter  asking  the  U.D.A.  to  justify 
its  support  of  President  Roosevelt  in  the  coming  presidential 
election. 

Let  me  say  at  once  the  members  of  the  Union  for  Demo- 
cratic Action  long  ago  abandoned  the  "Utopia  or  bust"  posi- 
tion in  politics.  You  suggest  that  because  the  foreign  policy 
of  the  Roosevelt  Administration  will  not  lead  us  at  once 
into  a  genuine  world  society,  we  should  renounce  the  pos- 
sibility inherent  in  it  of  forging  a  world  organization  on  the 
basis  of  continued  cooperation  of  the  United  Nations.  We 
reject  this  doctrine.  One  of  the  most  interesting  ironies  of 
this  time  lies  in  the  spectacle  of  American  Socialists  talking 
of  the  necessity  of  "winning  the  peace";  if  America  and 
the  democratic  world  had  listened  to  those  Socialists  who 
before  Pearl  Harbor  were  telling  us  that  our  capitalist  so- 
ciety was  not  pure  enough  in  heart  to  take  up  arms  against 
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fascist  aggression,  Hitler  would  be  making  the  peace  today. 

You  suggest  that  because  the  present  Administration  no 
longer  manifests  its  earlier  New  Deal  militancy,  American 
progressives  should  abandon  their  efforts  to  make  the  Demo- 
cratic Party  the  liberal  party  and  should  cast  in  their  lot 
with  the  Socialists.  But  we  believe  with  Vice-President  Wal- 
lace that  the  New  Deal  must  be  revived  and  strengthened. 
You  use  the  defeat  of  Wallace  as  an  argument — but  you  are 
not  seriously  concerned  with  that  defeat,  nor  were  you  in  the 
battle  to  win  his  renomination.  If  Wallace  had  won,  your 
position  would  be  the  same,  and  another  argument  would 
serve  instead. 

Indeed,  although  you  profess  many  progressive  ideals  and 
support  many  progressive  measures,  there  is  an  exasperating 
quality  of  irresponsibility  about  the  whole  Socialist  position, 
and  it  is  difficult  to  take  seriously  your  criticisms.  This  ir- 
responsibility, which  led  to  the  folly  of  your  pre-Pearl  Har- 
bor isolationism,  stems  from  your  inability  to  conceive  of 
politics  as  the  act  of  choosing  among  possible  alternatives. 
This  blindness  makes  it  impossible  for  you  correctly  to  gauge 
the  political  climate  of  the  country. 

America,  in  the  years  immediately  ahead  may  be  the  scene 
of  basic  political  alignments.  But  Americans  will  not,  in  the 
forseeable  future,  be  called  on  to  make  a  choice  between 
Socialism  and  reaction.  A  sizeable  Socialist  vote  in  November 
will  prove  nothing  and  influence  no  one. 

The  realistic,  actual  choice  before  Americans  is  that  of 
reverting  to  the  period  of  Harding-Coolidge  normalcy  of 
trying  again,  under  the  Dewey-Bricker  banner,  the  laissez 
faire  formula  which  failed  before  and  ended  in  depression 
or  of  moving  militantly  forward  in  the  determination  to 
make  the  last  four  years  of  the  Roosevelt  era  a  period  of 
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social  reconstruction  and  reform,  courageously  using  what- 
ever resources  of  government  are  needed  to  achieve  full 
employment   and  social   security.   We   are   convinced   that 
Americans  will  not  choose  another  depression. 
HAVE  NO  ILLUSIONS 

We  do  not  pretend  to  be  pleased  or  heartened  by  many 
tendencies  which  have  characterized  the  Roosevelt  Admin- 
istration in  recent  years.  We  are  not  defenders  of  the  Northern 
machine  bosses  and  Southern  poll-taxers  who  still  dominate 
the  Democratic  Party.  We  have  no  illusions  regarding  the 
difficulty  of  pushing  them  from  the  seats  of  power.  But  we 
are  aware  that  for  the  first  time  in  party  history,  these  men 
were  openly  challenged  at  the  Democratic  Convention  in 
Chicago.  The  lines  are  drawn. 

I  remind  you  once  again  that  the  battles  ahead  will  not  be 
contests  between  unmitigated  evil  and  absolute  good,  and 
that  a  true  perspective  of  the  struggles  of  our  time  cannot 
be  had  from  the  Olympian  heights  of  Socialist  dogma. 

If  you  are  contemptuous  of  the  differences  between  a  Roo- 
sevelt and  a  Dewey,  between  a  Congressman  who  voted 
against,  and  one  who  voted  for,  the  fortification  of  Guam, 
between  a  Senator  who  opposed  subsidies  and  one  who  sup- 
ported them,  between  men  who  wanted  a  federal  ballot 
for  soldier  vote,  between  men  who,  whatever  their  limita- 
tions, have  some  grasp  of  the  big  issues  and  forces  of  the 
modern  world,  and  men  who  have  no  ideas,  no  plans,  only 
a  longing  for  "normalcy";  in  short,  you  shun  the  daily 
skirmishes  and  belittle  the  modest  gains  which  are  the  staff 
of  politics,  then  you — not  we — are  "throwing  away  your 
vote"  on  those  decisions  affecting  the  course  of  the  war  and 
the  nature  of  the  peace. 

The  Union  for  Democratic  Action  contends  that  Americans 
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cannot  afford  the  luxury  of  a  gesture  toward  a  perfect  pro- 
gram, while  real  issues  are  being  decided  on  a  much  more 
modest  level.  We  refuse  to  sulk  in  our  tents  or  to  flaunt  our 
ideological  superiority  in  the  faces  of  men  and  women  in 
all  countries  who  are  fighting. 

I  reiterate  that  the  course  we  have  chosen  represents  a 
fighting  chance  for  a  sick  society.  Since  the  American  people, 
in  the  years  immediately  ahead,  must  not  return  to  the  mad 
Republican  cycle  of  doom  and  depression,  and  since  they 
will  not  advance  to  a  Socialist  Commonwealth,  the  realistic 
choice  is  a  continuation  of  the  present  Administration  in 
office,  with  a  determination  to  push  it  forward  along  the 
paths  of  domestic  reform  and  of  genuine  international  or- 
ganization.12 

The  election  returns  revealed  that  Thomas  received  80,518 
votes,  his  poorest  showing  in  any  presidential  race.  Just  as 
Reinhold  Niebuhr,  the  American  people  were  apparendy  in- 
clined to  define  politics  as  the  art  of  the  possible.  Nevertheless, 
somewhat  ironically,  Thomas  looks  back  to  his  1944  campaign 
— the  least  successful  by  conventional  standards — with  the 
greatest  amount  of  pride.  He  feels  that  the  policies  and  prin- 
ciples espoused  by  the  Socialist  party  in  this  campaign,  above 
all  others,  were  ultimately  vindicated  by  historical  events  and 
the  opinions  of  thinking  men. 

Thomas  and  Roosevelt 

In  the  campaigns  of  1936,  1940,  and  1944  Thomas  directed 
most  of  his  critical  fire  at  President  Roosevelt  rather  than  at 
his  Republican  opponents.  On  practical  grounds  his  actions 
were  completely  understandable,  since  he  knew  perfectly  well 
that  most  persons  who  were  inclined  to  vote  Republican  could 
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not  possibly  be  drawn  to  his  Socialist  banner.  He  reasoned 
correctly  that  his  prospective  followers  would  have  to  be  drawn 
from  persons  who  were  likely  to  vote  Democratic.  Therefore, 
in  his  attempts  to  convince  such  persons  to  vote  Socialist,  he 
dwelled  often  and  at  length  on  the  shortcomings  of  the  Demo- 
cratic party  and  Roosevelt.  Moreover,  the  fact  that  Roosevelt 
was  the  President  made  Thomas  more  sensitive  to  and  more 
concerned  about  what  he  considered  presidential  mistakes. 

Yet  such  explanations  only  partially  account  for  Thomas'  at- 
titude toward  F.D.R.  At  one  time  or  another,  on  one  ground  or 
another,  as  Socialist  leader,  Thomas  lambasted  most  of  the 
leaders  of  the  major  parties  in  recent  American  history.  After 
all,  one  of  his  key  political  weapons  was  necessarily  criticism 
of  the  status  quo  and  its  propagators.  On  the  whole,  however, 
his  criticism  of  his  political  contemporaries  was  conspicuously 
free  from  rancor  and  bitterness,  except  in  the  case  of  Fascists 
and  Communists.  On  the  other  hand,  where  Roosevelt  was 
concerned,  Thomas'  criticism  was  acid  and  rather  consistently 
merciless.  He  appeared  to  regard  the  leader  of  the  New  Deal 
as  bitterly  as  did  rightwing  Republicans;  both  in  his  writing 
and  in  his  speaking  he  would  blast  away  at  Roosevelt  with 
gusto.  He  did  admire  the  President  as  a  public  speaker,  how- 
ever, and  frequently  had  words  of  praise  for  Mrs.  Roosevelt, 
whom  he  considered  by  far  the  "better  half."  13  On  the  very 
rare  occasions  when  he  found  something  complimentary  to 
say  about  F.D.R.'s  policies,  he  did  so  almost  always  in  a 
grudging,  halfhearted,  and  highly  qualified  way.  Over  and 
over  again  Thomas  was  asked,  "Isn't  it  true  that  President 
Roosevelt  carried  out  your  socialist  program?"  His  standard 
reply  was,  "Yes,  on  a  stretcher."  14 

The  correspondence  between  the  Democratic  and  Socialist 
leaders  reveals  a  note  of  warmth  and  friendliness  in  the  Presi- 
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dent's  letters  that  was  absent  from  Thomas'.  One  observer  at 
a  meeting  between  the  two  men  reports  that  Thomas,  atypically, 
was  quite  formal,  almost  cold,  whereas  Roosevelt  was  cordiality 
itself.  There  is  reason  to  believe  that  Roosevelt  would  have  been 
pleased  to  have  Thomas  as  a  supporter  of  his  administration. 
Supreme  Court  Justice  Felix  Frankfurter  recalls  Roosevelt's 
evaluation  of  the  Socialist  leader:  "Norman  Thomas  is  a  fine 
man.  I  have  only  one  thing  against  him.  ...  I  asked  him  to 
go  on  my  unemployment  commission  shortly  after  I  became 
governor  to  deal  with  the  unemployment  problem  in  New 
York  when  the  depression  really  hit  us,  and  he  refused.  I 
thought  he  should  have  gone  on,  but  he  is  a  fine  man."  15 

Why,  then,  did  Thomas  seem  to  reserve  an  uncharacteristic 
bitterness  for  Roosevelt?  It  should  be  noted  that,  initially,  he 
had  little  enthusiasm  for  the  prospect  of  Roosevelt  as  President. 
As  a  close  student  of  and  active  participant  in  New  York  State 
politics,  he  was  not  particularly  impressed  by  Roosevelt's  record 
as  Governor  of  that  state.  The  great  emphasis  throughout 
Roosevelt's  career  upon  opportunism  and  compromise  seems 
to  have  grated  on  the  nerves  of  this  socialist  puritan.  Moreover, 
during  the  1930's  Thomas  watched  the  New  Deal  strike  a 
death  blow  to  the  Socialist  party  and  felt  helpless  and  frustrated 
in  the  face  of  it.  In  the  late  1930's  and  early  1940's,  the  militants 
were  flocking  to  the  Democratic  party,  just  as  the  old-guard 
Socialists  had  done  a  few  years  earlier.  Thomas  would  have 
been  less  than  human  had  he  not  regarded  negatively  the  man 
who  appeared  to  be  so  directly  responsible  for  the  collapse 
of  the  Socialist  party.  Roosevelt's  interventionism,  as  opposed 
to  Thomas'  hope  of  keeping  the  United  States  out  of  the  war, 
and  the  manner  in  which  the  country  finally  did  become  in- 
volved substantially  increased  Thomas'  antagonism  toward  the 
President. 
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In  an  article  written  immediately  following  Roosevelt's  death, 
Thomas  was  considerably  more  charitable  in  his  estimate  of  the 
President  than  had  been  his  custom  while  the  founder  of  the 
New  Deal  still  lived.  Yet  he  was  by  no  means  willing  to  retract 
his  rather  fundamental  criticisms  of  the  man  and  his  conduct 
of  the  Presidency.  Thomas  wrote : 

There  would  have  been  an  element  of  shock  and  even 
tragedy  about  the  sudden  death  of  any  man  who  with  the 
support  of  millions  of  people  enjoyed  such  power  over  the 
world  as  President  Roosevelt  possessed.  In  his  case,  the 
public's  sense  of  loss  was  more  personal  because  of  certain 
outstanding  qualities:  his  charm,  his  great  courage — witness 
his  gallant  struggle  against  his  paralysis — and  his  sympathy 
for  the  underdog. 

It  is  hard  to  appraise  his  significance  in  history  in  the 
passions  of  this  hour,  but  I  do  not  think  there  will  be  much 
dispute  that  in  the  crisis  of  1933  he  magnificently  restored 
confidence,  that  in  his  first  term  he  caught  America  up  in 
the  field  of  social  legislation,  and  that  he  appreciably  revived 
faith  in  the  ballot  among  the  masses. 

After  1937,  the  picture  is  more  clouded.  He  came  to  an 
end  of  ideas  and  plans  for  ending  an  unemployment  that 
became  chronic.  Consciously  or  unconsciously,  he  sought 
relief  from  it  in  the  boondoggling,  first  of  defense,  and  then 
of  war.  Of  course,  there  were  other  mighty  impulses  leading 
him  to  war. 

Probably  it  seemed  to  him  a  necessary  and  holy  crusade, 
but  his  political  genius,  which  became  more  and  more  Ma- 
chiavellian, led  him  to  put  us  in  by  processes  which  he  avowed 
would  keep  the  peace.  I  do  not  believe  that  honest  history 
will  justify  his  course,  especially  in  the  Far  East,  where  he 
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helped  to  arm  the  enemy  for  war  which  his  own  policies 
eventually  made  inevitable. 

He  was,  I  think,  genuinely  interested  in  establishing  the 
kind  of  world  order  that  would  make  for  peace,  but  again 
he  went  far  to  frustrate  his  own  purpose  by  his  costly  slogan 
"unconditional  surrender"  and  his  failure  to  lead  his  people 
in  working  out  in  time  an  honest  program  of  inclusive  world 
cooperation  instead  of  a  disguised  and  uneasy  triple  alliance 
imperialism. 

His  very  skill  in  the  political  game,  his  opportunism  un- 
guided  by  any  deep  philosophy,  diverted  him  from  paths 
of  true  statesmanship.  More  and  more  he  showed  his  love 
of  power.  This  and  his  essential  lack  of  understanding  of 
the  conditions  of  democracy  and  peace  made  him  a  protag- 
onist of  the  labor  draft  and  peacetime  military  conscription. 
The  efficiency  and  even  the  integrity  of  some  parts  of  the 
bureaucracy  Roosevelt  set  up  are  yet  to  be  judged.  His  rep- 
utation as  a  friend  of  the  people  actually  tended  to  advance 
among  the  masses  policies  and  attitudes  which  in  Europe 
had  contributed  to  the  coming  of  the  totalitarian  state.16 

In  the  years  since  1945  Thomas'  view  of  Roosevelt  has  mel- 
lowed considerably,  but  he  has  not  been  inclined  to  alter  his 
general  assessment.  Moreover,  he  reacts  in  exasperation  to  the 
widespread  tendency  of  so  many  liberals  to  engage  in  nostalgic 
reminiscence  about  the  glories  of  the  New  Deal  while  de- 
veloping no  new  programs  to  meet  the  crises  of  our  times. 

Hiroshima  and  Nagasaki 

If  Thomas  was  critical  of  the  manner  of  our  entrance  into 
World  War  II,  he  was  even  more  concerned  about  the  way  in 
which  the  conflict  ended.  He  wrote: 
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The  crudest  war  in  human  history  is  at  an  end.  ...  I  can 
look  at  my  son,  home  on  leave,  without  being  tortured  by  the 
thought  that  it  is  but  a  respite  from  hell. 

Yet,  as  an  American,  I  cannot  rejoice  over  this  inestimable 
boon  of  the  ending  of  a  victorious  war  without  a  sense  of 
shame  for  the  horror  which  the  atomic  bomb  released  upon 
the  earth.  I  shall  be  told  that  it  was  the  bomb  which  ended 
the  war.  As  things  were  that  is  probably  true,  but  I  shall 
always  believe  that  the  war  might  have  been  ended  before 
the  first  atomic  bomb  was  dropped  on  Hiroshima  bringing 
death  to  at  least  a  hundred  thousand  men,  women  and 
children.  .  .  . 

Certainly  that  bomb  should  not  have  been  dropped  on  a 
crowded  city  without  warning.  It  is  a  tragedy  which  may 
be  an  omen  of  the  eventual  destruction  of  our  civilization 
that  we  human  beings,  especially  we  Americans,  are  so  bold 
in  dealing  with  things  and  so  unimaginative  in  the  realm 
of  ideas. 

At  the  very  least  it  would  have  been  within  our  power  to 
direct  the  world's  attention  to  the  destructive  capacity  of  an 
atomic  bomb  at  some  designated  point,  not  crowded  with 
human  beings.  It  was  wholly  inexcusable  to  drop  the  second 
bomb  on  Nagasaki.  Proof  of  the  power  of  atomic  energy 
did  not  require  the  slaughter  of  hundreds  of  thousands  of 
human  guinea  pigs.  We  shall  pay  for  all  this  in  a  horrified 
hatred  of  millions  of  people  which  goes  deeper  and  farther 
than  we  think.17 

Among  prominent  Americans  Thomas  stood  virtually  alone  in 
regard  to  his  immediate  reaction  to  the  dropping  of  the  bomb, 
but,  in  the  years  that  followed,  a  significant  number  of  his 
fellow  citizens  concluded  that  the  action  was  probably  unwise 
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and  unnecessary.  Time  and  again,  during  the  months  after 
the  close  of  the  war,  he  reiterated  his  objections  to  the  use  of 
the  bomb.  His  compatriots  were  frequently  displeased  by  this 
position,  but  Thomas  felt  compelled  to  remind  his  audiences 
of  this  American  crime  against  mankind.  In  the  postwar  era 
his  revulsion  of  feeling  over  the  fate  of  Hiroshima  and  Nagasaki 
contributed  to  making  the  quest  for  universal  disarmament 
his  first  passion,  indeed,  almost  an  obsession.  To  those  who 
would  argue  that  to  give  such  great  stress  to  disarmament  is 
idealistic  fancy,  his  reply,  in  erTect,  has  been  that  in  the  nuclear 
age  idealism  has  become  realism.  During  the  postwar  years 
he  has  never  overlooked  an  opportunity  in  his  writings  or 
his  speeches  to  make  a  plea  for  disarmament,  to  argue  that 
war  as  a  method  of  settling  disputes  is  obsolete  in  the  age 
of  atomic  weapons.  It  was  to  the  problems  of  maintaining 
peace  that  he  addressed  himself  in  Appeal  to  the  Nations,  his 
first  book  following  the  close  of  World  War  II. 

End  of  an  Era 

During  his  final  presidential  campaign,  in  1948,  Thomas 
made  his  usual  criticisms  of  the  two  major  parties  and  of  the 
party  system  in  the  United  States.  He  taunted  the  Republicans 
for  their  charges  that  the  Democrats  were  leading  the  country 
to  socialism,  when,  in  fact,  both  parties  had  come  to  accept 
many  measures  which  had  originally  been  advocated  by  So- 
cialists. He  cited  the  Social  Security  program  as  an  outstanding 
example  of  such  measures. 

The  leaders  of  both  major  parties,  he  pointed  out,  paid 
homage  erroneously  to  free  enterprise.  This  was  a  national 
delusion,  he  argued,  because  the  United  States  no  longer  had 
such  a  system.  Thomas  liked  to  tell  his  audiences  in  1948 — 
and  still  does — that  the  only  actual  practice  of  free  enterprise 
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still  extant  in  the  country  is  small  boys  playing  marbles  for 
keeps,  because  they  play  without  the  benefits  of  subsidies,  tariffs, 
or  other  aids.  The  experience  of  World  War  II,  he  insisted, 
proved  that  productive  miracles  could  be  wrought  through 
planning.  If  we  could  produce  for  death,  why  not  for  life  via 
democratic  socialism?  he  asked. 

He  charged  that  the  Democrats  under  the  leadership  of 
Roosevelt  and  Truman  had  left  us  a  rather  unworkable  and, 
in  many  ways,  dangerous  legacy  in  foreign  affairs.  "The  major, 
but  by  no  means  the  only  threat  of  war,"  declared  the  1948 
Socialist  platform,  "lies  in  the  aggression  of  the  Soviet  empire 
and  the  international  Communist  movement.  That  aggression 
has  been  invited  and  encouraged  by  the  blunders  of  American 
policy  from  Cairo  and  Teheran  through  the  Yalta  and  Pots- 
dam conferences."  18  Thomas  came  out  in  favor  of  the  Mar- 
shall plan  but  excoriated  the  military  approach  of  the  Truman 
doctrine. 

The  main  target  for  Thomas'  scorching  criticism  in  1948  was 
Henry  Wallace  rather  than  Harry  Truman  or  Thomas  Dewey. 
Had  Thomas  not  felt  that  the  1948  Progressive  party  had  been 
completely  taken  over  by  the  Communists,  he  might  well  have 
favored  it,  even  though,  aside  from  his  vigorous  objections  to 
its  foreign  policy,  he  had  some  serious  reservations  about  its 
domestic  economic  program.  He  carefully  observed  the  devel- 
opment of  the  Progressive  party  in  the  years  following  World 
War  II.  He  attended,  in  the  capacity  of  a  reporter,  the  con- 
vention which  nominated  Wallace  and  became  absolutely  con- 
vinced that  the  party  was  a  Communist-dominated  organiza- 
tion, though  he  readily  admitted  that  most  of  its  members 
were  well-intentioned,  but  politically  unsophisticated,  non- 
Communists.  Long  before  the  1948  election,  he  had  developed 
some  basic  reservations  about  Wallace,  on  the  basis  of  personal 
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experience.  During  the  1930's  Thomas  played  a  major  role  in 
various  activities  oriented  to  improving  the  lot  of  the  impov- 
erished southern  sharecroppers.  He  tried  in  vain  to  secure  an 
appointment  with  Wallace,  who  was  then  Secretary  of  Agri- 
culture, to  discuss  the  situation.  Curiously,  Thomas  was  able 
to  see  Roosevelt  about  the  sharecropper  problem,  but  Mr. 
Wallace  indicated  that  he  was  too  busy.  Thomas  never  com- 
pletely forgave  Wallace  for  what  he  interpreted  as  a  cal- 
lousness with  regard  to  America's  poorest  workers. 

In  1948,  repeatedly  and  unsuccessfully,  the  veteran  Socialist 
campaigner  challenged  Wallace  to  meet  him  in  debate.  Thomas 
became  especially  irate  at  Wallace's  description  of  the  Soviet 
Union  under  Stalin  as  a  "directed  democracy."  Moreover,  he 
charged  that  the  Progressive  party 

was  giving  blanket  endorsement  to  the  foreign  policy  of  the 
aggressive  Soviet  dictatorship,  the  cruel  masters  of  some  ten 
million  slaves,  the  men  primarily  responsible  for  the  cold 
war,  the  ruthless  seekers  after  universal  power.  The  amazing 
thing  is  that  Henry  Wallace  should  have  persuaded  him- 
self and  many  of  his  followers  that  he,  propagandist  of 
World  War  II,  ardent  supporter  of  Yalta,  Potsdam,  and  the 
Morgenthau  Plan,  apologist  for  all  Stalin's  crimes,  including 
the  displacement  of  more  millions  than  Hitler  had  time  to 
displace,  preacher  of  abject  appeasement,  should  be  hailed 
as  an  apostle  of  peace.  At  best,  his  program  would  sacrifice 
decency  in  Europe,  not  to  true  peace,  but  to  a  mere  post- 
ponement of  atomic  war.  I,  who  say  this,  do  not  believe  that 
war  is  inevitable. 

In  behalf  of  my  Party,  I  have  repeatedly  presented  a  pro- 
gram far  more  likely  to  lead  to  peace  than  the  militarism 
of  Harry  Truman  or  the  appeasement  of  Henry  Wallace. 
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But  peace  can  never  be  achieved  or  maintained  by  submission 
to  the  mightiest  tyranny  which  has  ever  appeared  on  this 
earth.19 

The  Socialist  campaign  of  1948  received  better  publicity  and 
aroused  more  interest  in  the  country  at  large  than  had  the 
campaign  of  1944.  The  probable  explanation  is  that  the  war  was 
over  and  the  American  people  were  somewhat  more  willing 
to  give  a  hearing  to  dissenting  points  of  view — at  least  until 
McCarthyism  began  to  make  its  inroads.  A  group  of  very 
prominent  Americans,  including  some  persons  who  had  been 
ardent  Roosevelt  backers,  came  to  Thomas'  support.  But  the 
greater  enthusiasm  engendered  by  the  1948  campaign  did  not 
lead  to  any  significant  increase  in  the  number  of  Socialist 
ballots,  for  Thomas  received  95,908  votes — some  15,000  more 
than  in  1944. 

The  political  campaigns  of  Norman  Thomas  never  attracted 
great  national  attention,  but  thoughtful  people  all  over  America 
were  aware  of  them.  The  editorial  reaction  of  the  American 
press  to  the  fact  of  Mr.  Thomas'  sixth  nomination  for  the 
Presidency  in  1948  was  nothing  short  of  remarkable,  especially 
if  one  takes  into  consideration  the  temper  of  the  times  and  the 
conservative  reputation  of  American  newspapers.  One  of  Amer- 
ica's most  influential  newspapers,  the  New  Yor\  Times,  com- 
mented, ".  .  .  It  is  good  to  have  Mr.  Thomas  in  the  field.  .  .  . 
We  cannot  wish  Mr.  Thomas  success  in  his  campaign,  but  we 
are  not  sorry  that  this  sort  of  campaign  is  being  made  by  this 
sort  of  man."  20  "Norman  Thomas  is  running  again  and  he  is 
worthy  of  thoughtful  attention,"  declared  the  New  Yor\ 
Herald  Tribune?1  ".  .  .  Norman  Thomas  can  be  counted 
upon,"  remarked  the  Washington  Post,  "to  bring  to  the  cam- 
paign, as  he  has  done  in  the  past,  caustic  yet  illuminating 
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criticism  of  his  major  party  opponents  and  a  reasoned  defense 
of  the  economic  doctrines  in  which  he  believes.  .  .  .  He  has 
the  respect  and  affection  of  the  American  people." "  The 
Cleveland  Plain  Dealer  (Cleveland,  Ohio)  spoke  in  a  similar 
vein:  "Norman  Thomas  is  a  man  who  commands  respect  even 
from  those  who  most  vehemently  disagree  with  Socialistic 
principles.  .  .  .  Thomas'  decision  to  be  the  Socialist  candidate 
for  president  again  will,  on  the  whole,  have  a  politically 
hygienic  effect ."  23 

Such  was  the  comment  of  some  of  America's  larger  and 
more  important  dailies.  Many  of  America's  smaller  news- 
papers, however,  were  also  saying,  in  effect,  that  they  were 
delighted  that  Mr.  Thomas  was  once  again  a  candidate. 
"Thomas  is  our  political  and  social  Paul  Revere,  riding  con- 
tinuously over  the  countryside.  May  his  ride  continue  for  years 
to  come,"  remarked  the  Oregon  Journal  (Portland,  Oregon).24 

The  Ithaca  Journal  (Ithaca,  New  York)  also  heaped  extrav- 
agant praise  upon  America's  leading  Socialist:  ".  .  .  Mr» 
Thomas  .  .  .  will  pay  the  voters  the  honor  of  assuming  that 
they  are  willing  to  use  their  minds  rather  than  their  emotions 
in  determining  their  political  destiny.  Would  that  the  old 
parties  had  more  men  like  him  in  integrity  and  unselfishness."  2i> 
"Americans  approve  of  him  as  a  citizen  and  politician  .  .  .  ," 
suggested  the  Portland  Oregonian.26  The  Arkansas  Democrat 
(Little  Rock,  Arkansas)  similarly  exclaimed,  "His  devotion  to 
the  public  welfare  has  never  been  questioned.  He  is  staunch 
in  his  defense  of  democratic  principles."  2' 

It  is  one  thing  to  admire  and  respect  a  public  figure  and 
quite  another  thing  actually  to  give  him  political  support.  The 
measure  of  a  man  is  often  revealed  by  the  caliber  of  the  men 
and  women  who  back  him.  Norman  Thomas  never  received 
the  political  support  of  large  numbers  of  his  fellow  citizens, 
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but  he  was  backed  in  one  campaign  or  another  by  persons 
who  have  made  truly  distinguished  contributions  to  American 
life.  A  partial  list  of  the  eminent  Americans  who  supported 
him  in  one  or  more  of  his  campaigns  would  include  Franz 
Boas,  Morris  R.  Cohen,  John  Dewey,  Paul  H.  Douglas,  Irwin 
Edman,  Louis  Hacker,  Sidney  Hook,  Robert  M.  Hutchins, 
Robert  M.  Lovett,  C.  Wright  Mills,  Broadus  Mitchell,  Harold 
Rugg,  and  Fred  M.  Shannon  in  the  university  world;  Franklin 
P.  Adams,  Paul  Blanshard,  Van  Wyck  Brooks,  Heywood 
Broun,  Max  Eastman,  James  T.  Farrell,  Lewis  Gannett,  Freda 
Kirchwey,  Max  Lerner,  Edna  St.  Vincent  Millay,  Vincent 
Sheean,  Dorothy  Thompson,  Oswald  Garrison  Villard,  and 
Alexander  Woolcott  in  the  literary  and  journalistic  world;  and 
Harry  Emerson  Fosdick,  John  Haynes  Holmes,  Francis  J. 
McConnell,  Reinhold  Niebuhr,  and  Stephen  S.  Wise  in  the 
religious  world.  Some  of  these  well-known  persons  supported 
him  out  of  socialist  or  near  socialist  conviction,  but  others  voted 
essentially  for  the  man.  They  were  captivated  by  the  personality 
of  Norman  Thomas. 

The  issue  of  whether  or  not  the  Socialist  party  should  largely 
withdraw  from  the  election  field  was  vigorously  debated  at  the 
party's  1950  convention  in  Detroit,  Michigan.  Thomas  had 
become  convinced  that  it  no  longer  made  sense  to  run  candi- 
dates in  every  election,  come  what  may.  It  was  a  decision  that 
this  veteran  Socialist  campaigner  arrived  at  not  without  pain, 
and  with  reluctance  and  sadness. 

His  experiences  in  the  1948  campaign,  when  the  leaders  of 
even  the  most  progresive  unions  put  strong  pressure  on  their 
followers  not  to  support  the  Socialist  ticket,  contributed  to  his 
growing  doubts  about  the  wisdom  of  carrying  on  Socialist 
election  activity  in  the  traditional  manner.  As  he  looked  back, 
he  had  some  serious  doubts  about  the  success  of  his  own  cam- 
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paigns.  Moreover,  he  knew  that  future  Socialist  campaigners 
would  face  obstacles  greater  than  the  ones  he  had  encountered 
in  his  long  years  of  electioneering.  With  its  limited  resources 
and  personnel  the  tiny  party  was  finding  it  impossible  to  meet 
the  varying  and  increasingly  stringent  requirements  of  state 
laws  that  were  basically  designed  to  keep  minor  parties  of?  the 
ballot.  A  party  that  never,  even  in  years  of  greater  strength, 
spent  more  than  $100,000  to  $150,000  on  a  presidential  cam- 
paign was  in  no  position,  Thomas  concluded,  to  meet  the 
skyrocketing  costs  of  radio,  television,  and  all  other  forms  of 
publicity.  A  sense  of  realism,  not  egotism,  compelled  him  to 
face  also  the  tragic  fact,  for  which  he  was  inadvertently  par- 
tially responsible,  that  there  was  no  other  figure  of  national 
prominence  in  the  party.  Thus  he  felt  that  the  campaign  of 
any  other  Socialist  presidential  standard-bearer  would  receive 
considerably  less  notice  than  his  own  had  and,  consequently, 
would  prove  much  less  valuable  in  the  task  of  forwarding 
Socialist  education.  Except  in  special  situations,  he  argued,  the 
Socialist  party  should  abandon  the  ballot-box  approach  and 
reconstitute  itself  as  a  Socialist  educational  and  research  body 
which  he  hoped  would  serve  a  function  comparable  to  the 
historical  role  of  the  Fabian  Society  in  Great  Britain. 

Despite  this  compelling  array  of  arguments,  which  was  ac- 
cepted and  supported  by  virtually  all  of  the  other  prominent 
leaders  of  the  party,  Thomas  was  not  able  to  convince  the 
rank-and-file  Socialists  who  attended  the  1950  convention  to 
abandon  election  activity.  The  convention  reaffirmed  its  tradi- 
tional pattern  of  electioneering. 

In  1952  and  1956  the  Socialist  party  gave  its  presidential 
nomination  to  Darlington  Hoopes  of  Reading,  Pennsylvania,  a 
former  member  of  the  Pennsylvania  State  Legislature,  and 
nominated  Samuel  Friedman  of  New  York,  a  social  worker, 
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as  his  running  mate.  It  was  no  secret  in  Socialist  circles  that 
Thomas  had  no  enthusiasm  for  these  campaigns,  which  he 
thought  unwise,  but  he  maintained  cordial  relationships  with 
Hoopes  and  Friedman  and  on  numerous  occasions  publicly 
congratulated  them  for  their  energetic  campaigns.  These  cam- 
paigns were  dismal  failures,  as  Thomas  had  feared.  In  these 
elections  the  Socialist  party  succeeded  in  getting  on  the  ballot 
in  only  a  handful  of  states.  In  1952  Hoopes  and  Friedman 
received  20,203  votes;  in  1956  they  fared  even  worse  with  2,044. 
By  i960  the  Socialist  party,  now  known  as  the  Socialist  party- 
Social  Democratic  Federation  because  the  remnants  of  the  Social 
Democratic  Federation  had  come  back  to  it  in  1957,  had  aban- 
doned its  tradition  of  running  presidential  candidates.  The 
party  was  not  weaker  in  i960  than  it  had  been  in  the  two  pre- 
vious elections;  in  fact,  it  was  experiencing  a  mild  revival  be- 
cause of  the  new  and  younger  elements  that  were  being  drawn 
to  it.  The  decision  to  abandon  the  election  approach  stemmed 
from  the  facing  of  hard,  practical  political  facts  and  a  somewhat 
more  optimistic  Socialist  assessment  of  the  domestic  policies 
of  the  Democratic  party. 

"Monday-Morning  Quarter  backing" 

After  1948  Thomas  abandoned  his  role  as  perennial  Socialist 
presidential  candidate,  but  by  no  means  did  he  retire  from 
American  politics.  He  continued  to  function  in  American 
political  life  as  a  commentator  and  critic  and  has  been  no 
more  reticent  than  Harry  Truman  about  interpreting  presi- 
dential politics  for  the  benefit  of  his  fellow  Americans.  "I 
enjoy  sitting  on  the  sidelines  and  Monday-morning  quarter- 
backing  other  people's  performances,"  he  confessed  in  1952.28 

In  that  year,  with  vice-presidential  prospects  Richard  Nixon 
and  John  Sparkman  in  mind,  he  advised  that  "we  should  all 
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pray  'God  save  the  President.'  "  29  He  regarded  the  presidential 
candidates  with  less  apprehension  but  not  without  serious  res- 
ervation. "General  Eisenhower,"  Thomas  observed,  "criticizes 
Truman's  foreign  policy  in  general  but  approves  it  in  all  its 
important  details.  He  loves  General  Marshall,  whom  Senator 
Joe  McCarthy  has  outrageously  denounced,  but  he'll  swallow 
McCarthy,  whatever  he  thinks  of  McCarthyism,  so  long  as 
McCarthy  bears  the  party  label.  For  the  same  reason  Governor 
Stevenson  woos  the  solid  south  and  plays  down  differences. 
Are  not  principles  more  important  in  our  democracy  than 
party  labels?"30 

In  1956  Thomas  continued  in  his  role  as  free-swinging  critic 
of  both  parties  and  both  candidates.  Quite  obviously,  however, 
he  was  more  sympathetic  to  the  candidacy  of  Stevenson  than 
to  that  of  Eisenhower;  yet,  considering  the  fact  that  the  So- 
cialist party  continued  to  have  its  own  presidential  candidates 
in  the  field,  he  felt  constrained  not  to  give  strong  or  public 
emphasis  to  his  rather  positive  attitudes  toward  Stevenson. 
Thomas'  private  letters  reveal  that  he  hoped  for  Stevenson 
victories  in  1952  and  1956. 

By  the  i960  election  year,  the  Socialist  party's  decision  to 
abandon  its  policy  of  running  presidential  candidates  allowed 
Thomas  freedom  to  give  a  specific  endorsement  to  one  major 
candidate  or  the  other;  but  he  refrained  from  doing  so.  Insofar 
as  the  leading  contenders  for  the  Democratic  nomination  were 
concerned,  he  indicated  that  he  could  "restrain  his  enthusiasm" 
for  any  of  them.  Besides,  he  quipped,  his  approval  "might  be 
the  kiss  of  death."  Nevertheless,  he  went  so  far  as  to  say,  "Two 
and  one  half  cheers  for  Hubert  Humphrey."  31 

He  was  not  even  willing  to  go  that  far  concerning  the  actual 
nominees  in  i960.  About  Richard  Nixon  and  John  F.  Kennedy 
he  had  this  to  say : 
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Their  resemblances  are  far  more  striking  than  their  differ- 
ences, although  the  latter  may  be  developed  in  the  campaign. 
Kennedy's  advantage  is  mostly  in  the  quality  of  his  advisers 
— if  he'll  keep  his  father,  financier  Joe  Kennedy,  out  of  the 
picture.  Otherwise,  we  have  two  young,  vigorous,  able  op- 
portunists. (I  use  the  word  opportunists  more  by  way  of 
description  than  denigration.)  Neither  is  a  crusader  for  any 
cause.  Put  them  in  a  room,  brainwashed  of  the  words  Demo- 
crat and  Republican  and  what  they  stand  for,  and  they  would 
reach  agreement  on  a  program  at  least  as  easily  as  did  Messrs. 
Nixon  and  Rockefeller.  But  Messrs.  Kennedy  and  Nixon  are 
not  fools  or  principled  reactionaries.  Either  of  them  may 
respond  to  the  requirement  of  events  and  the  pressure  of 
truly  enlightened  opinion  far  better  than  some  of  his  pred- 
ecessors in  the  White  House.  And  that's  where  Socialist 
agitation  and  education  must  come  in.32 

"Both  parties  have  come  up  with  the  best  platforms  in  his- 
tory," Thomas  admitted.  "The  old-timers  like  Cleveland  and 
McKinley  would — if  they  rose  from  the  dead — find  both  plat- 
forms socialistic."  33  Indeed,  Thomas,  of  all  people,  found  the 
Democratic  platform  "in  considerable  degree  Utopian,"  but  he 
added  quickly  that  he  meant  in  the  setting  of  the  free  enterprise 
system  which  the  Democrats  spoke  of  so  reverently.34 

Thomas,  in  his  seventy-sixth  year,  took  to  the  road  during  the 
i960  election  campaign  in  order  to  talk  about  the  issues  as  he 
saw  them.  He  went  across  the  country,  on  tour  for  the  Socialist 
party-Social  Democratic  Federation,  not  so  much  to  criticize 
or  take  jibes  at  the  candidates  as  to  talk  about  the  interrelated 
failures  of  the  United  States'  party  system  and  the  cold  war. 
"Despite  their  noisy  conflicts,"  Thomas  argued,  as  he  had  so 
often  when  he  was  actually  a  candidate,  "the  Democrats  and 
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Republicans  do  not  present  us  with  a  meaningful  political 
alignment  on  fundamental  issues.  Is  this  candidate  for  Congress 
a  Barry  Goldwater  or  Nelson  Rockefeller  Republican;  a  James 
Eastland  or  Hubert  Humphrey  Democrat?  The  differences 
within  both  parties  are  greater  than  the  average  between 
them."  35 

His  deep,  indeed  his  searing,  concern  about  the  i960  cam- 
paign was  that  neither  party  or  candidate  provided  a  program 
adequate  for  the  maintenance  of  peace.  The  major  parties  and 
their  leaders,  Thomas  contended,  were  not  adequately  coming 
to  grips  with  the  relevant  facts  of  life  for  the  1960's.  He  felt 
that  they  did  not  recognize  the  degree  to  which  the  United 
States  had  become  an  economy  of  the  "garrison  state"  and  had 
thus  failed  to  give  sufficient  consideration  to  "working  out  the 
possibilities  of  human  progress  under  a  planned  economy  of 
disarmament."  36  He  indicted  them  for  putting  greater  Ameri- 
can military  might  in  first  place  on  their  foreign-policy  agendas 
in  a  hungry  world  where  nations  already  spend  "115  billion 
annually  on  the  arms  race."  "Neither  party  faces  fairly,"  he 
noted,  "the  necessity  of  bringing  China  into  the  U.N.  if  any 
program  of  peace  and  disarmament  is  to  be  other  than  a  pious 
aspiration.  .  .  ."  In  short,  Thomas  was  appalled  that  neither 
party  was  developing  ideas  or  programs  adequate  to  averting 
"the  wanton  suicide  of  our  civilization"  via  nuclear  war.37 

After  the  Democrats  nominated  Kennedy  at  their  i960  con- 
vention, "All  sorts  of  Stevensonians  came  to  me,"  Thomas 
reported.  "Why  aren't  you  running?"  they  asked.  Thomas' 
customary  reply  was,  "Where  were  you  the  other  times  I  ran? 
Frequently,  I  was  elected  in  August,  but  never  in  November." 
Thomas  wore  nobody's  campaign  button,  but  he  voted  for 
Kennedy.  "I'm  rather  sorry  I  can't  vote  for  myself  this  year," 
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he  could  not  resist  telling  his  audiences  during  the  i960  cam- 
paign.38 

Thomas'  activities  during  the  years  following  World  War  II 
were  hardly  confined  to  the  role  of  political  commentator.  In 
1955,  at  the  age  of  seventy,  he  resigned  from  all  official  posts 
in  the  Socialist  party  in  the  hope  that  younger  people  would  fill 
the  various  roles  that  he  had  played.  Yet  he  continued  to  func- 
tion as  the  major  spokesman  for  his  party,  to  a  much  larger 
extent  than  he  had  anticipated  or  than  he  thought  desirable. 
Moreover,  he  emphatically  did  not  retire  from  his  various 
other  involvements  and  activities  as  social  diagnostician  and 
healer.  He  continued  his  long  record  of  leadership  with  the 
League  for  Industrial  Democracy,  the  American  Civil  Liberties 
Union,  the  Workers  Defense  League,  and  the  Post  War  World 
Council.  The  latter  organization,  primarily  a  Thomas  creation, 
operates  out  of  his  own  office,  and  its  major  activity  seems 
to  be  the  publication  of  a  bimonthly  newsletter  written  by  none 
other  than  Norman  Thomas  himself.  "The  Council,"  as  stated 
in  its  own  masthead,  "concerns  itself  with  matters  of  foreign 
policy  and,  especially,  with  a  crusade  for  universal  disarma- 
ment under  effective  international  control,  coupled  with  a  war 
on  the  world's  poverty,  in  which  lie  the  seeds  of  true  world 
government."  39 

In  recent  years  this  compulsive  reformer  has  taken  on  new 
organizational  responsibilities.  To  mention  a  few,  he  is  a  leading 
member  of  the  National  Committee  for  a  Sane  Nuclear  Policy, 
the  American  Committee  for  Cultural  Freedom,  the  American 
Committee  on  Africa,  and  Spanish  Refugee  Aid,  Inc.  Age  has 
not  dispelled  Thomas'  addiction  to  working  for  the  betterment 
of  the  world  in  which  he  lives,  nor  has  it  dampened  his  cru- 
sading zeal. 
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Respectable  Rebel 

Almost  from  the  beginning  of  his  political  career,  Norman 
Thomas  has  been  regarded  as  a  respectable  rebel.  As  early  as 
1932  he  was  awarded  an  honorary  doctorate  by  Princeton  Uni- 
versity, his  alma  mater  and  an  institution  far  removed  from 
radicalism.  By  that  time  he  was  already  in  great  demand  as  a 
speaker  in  the  best  university  and  church  lecture  series.  Al- 
though questions  were  sometimes  raised  regarding  the  propriety 
of  inviting  a  Socialist  to  speak,  the  interesting  fact  remains  that 
great  numbers  of  Americans  who  rejected  his  politics  were, 
nevertheless,  eager  to  hear  him  expound  his  views. 

Since  the  close  of  World  War  II,  Thomas'  status  of  respecta- 
bility and  his  general  reputation  have  risen  enormously.  In 
recent  years  the  platform  introductions  accorded  him  have  been 
so  glowing  and  so  prone  to  attribute  to  him  qualities  of  great- 
ness that,  as  an  antidote,  he  often  responds  with  the  story  about 
"the  widow  at  the  funeral,  who,  on  hearing  the  dear,  departed 
eulogized,  sent  up  Jimmy  to  see  if  it  was  really  his  father  in  the 
coffin  that  they  were  talking  about."  40  In  a  more  serious  vein 
he  told  those  who  gathered  to  honor  him  on  the  occasion  of  his 
seventy-fifth  birthday:  "To  any  who  may  be  worried  lest  I  ac- 
quire an  unlovely  conceit  as  a  result  of  the  too  generous  praise 
bestowed  upon  me  let  me  say  that  I  am  possessed  of  an  inward 
monitor  who  takes  much  satisfaction  in  reminding  me  of  the 
many  things  I  would  like  to  have  done  had  I  the  ability,  and 
those  I  might  have  done  with  more  persistence  and  better  use 
of  what  capacities  I  have."  41 

It  must  be  said  here  that  the  status  of  respectability  is  one 
which  Thomas  never  sought,  which  he  never  anticipated,  and 
about  which  he  never  felt  entirely  comfortable.  His  great  hope 
was  to  build  a  strong  Socialist  movement  and  not  to  win  per- 
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sonal  esteem.  To  have  been  gratifying  to  him,  recognition  would 
have  had  to  stem  from  the  fact  that  he  was  a  great  Socialist 
leader,  and  not  to  have  been  accorded  in  spite  of  that  fact. 

Thomas  has  emerged  as  one  of  the  most  unusual  figures  in 
American  political  life,  in  some  ways  the  most  extraordinary.  It 
is  astonishing  that  in  the  bastion  of  capitalism  a  Socialist  leader 
should  achieve  such  exceptional  status.  A  person  who  observed 
Thomas  closely  when  the  Socialist  leader  attended  the  1948  Re- 
publican and  Democratic  conventions  as  a  reporter  comments 
that  the  outstanding  major-party  leaders  treated  Thomas  con- 
sistently as  a  peer  and  frequently  with  deference.  Thomas'  cor- 
respondence— including  letters  to  and  from  most  of  the  major 
leaders  of  our  time — confirms  this  interpretation.  In  letters  to 
Thomas  from  Republican  and  Democratic  leaders  there  is  al- 
most always  a  tone  of  respectful  cordiality.  Senator  Arthur 
Vandenberg  once  wrote  him  that  Thomas'  communications 
always  had  "top  priority"  in  his  office.  John  Foster  Dulles  in- 
formed Thomas,  time  and  again,  that  he  was  always  happy 
to  have  the  opportunity  to  consider  Thomas'  views  on  foreign 
policy.  Thomas  felt  free  enough  with  the  Secretary  of  State 
to  add  as  a  closing  note  to  a  letter  of  May  15,  1953,  "How 
long  can  the  administration  stand  McCarthy?"  42  After  Thomas 
visited  the  White  House  to  encourage  Truman  to  adopt  a  policy 
of  universal  disarmament,  the  President  wrote  him  on  August 
30,  1950,  "It  was  a  pleasure  to  visit  with  you  the  other  day 
and  I  appreciate  it  more  than  I  can  tell  you."43  The  tone  of 
the  note  sounded  almost  as  if  Truman  were  thanking  a  presi- 
dent for  giving  him  an  audience.  Some  of  the  other  prominent 
American  political  leaders  who  have  treated  Thomas  as,  at 
least,  a  peer  include:  Chester  Bowles,  Paul  Douglas,  Hubert 
Humphrey,  William  Langer,  Wayne  Morse,  and  H.  Alexander 
Smith. 
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During  the  post-World  War  II  era,  Thomas  has  tried  with 
some  success  to  enlist  the  aid  of  important  political  figures  in  the 
cause  of  disarmament.  Almost  invariably,  his  correspondence 
reveals  that  key  American  decision  makers  have  given  his  ad- 
vice— usually  unsolicited — serious  consideration,  even  if  they 
did  not  generally  heed  it.  In  short,  he  has  had  easy  access  to 
those  who  exercise  political  power  in  the  United  States. 

In  the  history  of  the  United  States,  perhaps  no  other  radical 
has  been  accorded  as  much  general  respect  and  prestige  as 
Thomas  has.  Even  the  conservative  Saturday  Evening  Post 
(February  2,  1952)  has  referred  to  him  as  "one  of  America's 
most  distinguished  social  philosophers."44  At  a  testimonial 
dinner  tendered  in  his  honor  in  1950,  high  tribute  was  paid 
to  Norman  Thomas  by  renowned  American  and  world  citizens. 
In  a  statement  that  he  wrote  for  the  occasion,  Arthur  Hays 
Sulzberger,  then  publisher  of  the  New  Yor\  Times,  doubtless 
gave  expression  to  the  sentiments  of  many  of  the  non-Socialists 
who  attended  the  function: 

Today's  political  tensions  make  it  a  rare  pleasure  to  be  able 
to  affirm  personal  esteem  and  respect  for  a  man  with  many  of 
whose  political  and  economic  views  on  vital  issues  one  dis- 
agrees. 

You  [Thomas]  have  had  the  great  distinction  of  conferring 
that  pleasure  on  more  people,  of  more  widely  varying  opinions 
(excluding,  in  fact,  only  the  furthest  extremes  of  right  and 
left),  than  any  man  in  contemporary  American  life.  This 
you  have  been  able  to  do  because  of  your  personal  sincerity 
and  eloquence,  and  your  faith  in  the  methods  of  democracy.45 

Even  a  partial  listing  of  the  eminent  persons  who  have  lent 
their  names  to  celebrations  in  honor  of  Norman  Thomas  is 
impressive.  Labor  has  been  represented  by  David  Dubinsky, 
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William  Green,  Walter  Reuther,  and  others;  from  the  world  of 
politics,  persons  such  as  Clifford  Case,  James  A.  Farley,  Hubert 
H.  Humphrey,  Harold  Ickes,  Wayne  Morse,  and  Adlai  Ste- 
venson have  participated;  notable  university  administrators 
included  Harry  Woodbourne  Chase,  Harold  W.  Dodds,  Harry 
D.  Gideonse,  Bryn  J.  Hovde,  Robert  M.  Hutchins,  and  Robert 
G.  Sproul;  other  outstanding  American  scholars  were  Gordon 
W.  Allport,  Adolf  Berle,  Quincy  Howe,  Harold  Lasswell, 
Eduard  C.  Lindeman,  Robert  M.  Maciver,  Allan  Nevins,  Arthur 
M.  Schlesinger,  Sr.,  Arthur  M.  Schlesinger,  Jr.,  and  Louis 
Wirth;  Harry  Emerson  Fosdick,  John  Haynes  Holmes,  and 
G.  Bromley  Oxnam  have  represented  the  world  of  American 
Protestantism.  A  list  of  other  American  notables  would  include 
Norman  Cousins,  Martha  Dean,  Dorothy  Canfield  Fisher,  H.  V. 
Kaltenborn,  Walter  Lippmann,  Frederick  March,  and  Ezra 
Stone.  Among  foreign  leaders  who  have  paid  tribute  to  Thomas 
are  Leon  Blum,  Leon  Johaux,  and  Guy  Mollet  of  France; 
Harold  J.  Laski  and  Morgan  Phillips  of  England;  Jawaharlal 
Nehru  of  India;  Karl  Renner  of  Austria;  and  Ernst  Reuter 
of  Germany. 

In  1953,  Peter  Viereck,  historian,  poet,  and  self-avowed  con- 
servative, proposed  publicly  that  the  voice  of  Norman  Thomas 
should  have  a  wider  hearing.  His  suggestion  was  apparently 
prompted  by  the  fact  that  the  New  Yor\  Herald  Tribune  had 
written  editorially  that  Thomas  possessed  "independence  of 
thought,"  "candor,"  and  a  "deep  sense  of  democratic  values" 
and  that  he  was  the  "kind  of  citizen  without  which  any  free 
country  would  be  impoverished."  In  efTect,  Viereck  issued  a 
challenge  to  the  New  Yor\  Herald  Tribune  and  other  con- 
servative newspapers  to  provide  Thomas  with  a  weekly  column. 
The  essence  of  Viereck's  argument  was  that  Thomas,  as  "one 
of  the  world's  most  effective  and  ardent  exposers  of  Soviet 
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Russia,"  should  have  the  opportunity  to  make  his  words  better 
known  to  his  fellow  Americans  and  that  it  was  important  for 
Europe  to  know  that  communism  was  being  attacked  "by 
a  strictly  non-Wall  Street  source."  46  Thomas'  anticommunism, 
suggested  Viereck,  was  appropriately  tempered  by  a  healthy 
respect  for  the  precious  American  heritage  of  civil  liberties. 
In  closing  his  letter  to  the  New  Yor\  Herald  Tribune,  Viereck 
wrote : 

At  a  time  when  demagogy  and  conformism  tarnish  the 
valuable  insight  of  liberalism  and  the  equally  necessary  in- 
sights of  conservatism,  America  needs  to  hear  this  sensitive 
and  humane  non-conformist,  whose  paradoxical  destiny  in 
history  is  to  be  remembered  not  primarily  as  a  Socialist  but 
as  our  incorruptible  watchdog  of  our  public  ethics.47 

Mr.  Thomas  has  by  no  means  received  the  wide  audience 
which  Mr.  Viereck  apparently  thinks  he  deserves,  but,  since 
the  late  1940's,  he  has  been  a  columnist  for  the  Denver  Post 
(Colorado)  and  other  western  newspapers.  During  the  Truman 
administration  it  was  reported  by  Will  Herberg,  a  scholarly 
journalist,  that  Thomas  was  "mentioned  ...  in  the  best  circles 
as  one  whose  appointment  to  a  high  diplomatic  post  would 
bring  credit  to  his  country."  The  same  source  aptly  described 
him  as  "one  of  our  'elder  statesmen,'  a  kind  of  liberal-left 
Bernard  Baruch."48 

Is  Thomas'  great  respectability  testimony  to  his  effectiveness 
or  to  his  ineffectiveness  as  a  Socialist  leader  ?  To  Arnold  Peter- 
sen, a  Socialist  Labor  party  leader,  who  derisively  refers  to 
"Parson  Thomas"  in  Bourgeois  Socialism,  there  is  no  doubt 
that  Thomas'  respectability  is  a  reflection  of  his  complete  in- 
effectiveness. Concerning  a  Thomas  testimonial  dinner  in  1950, 
Petersen  remarked,  "A  most  interesting  collection  of  the  'cream' 
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of  capitalist  society!  Mr.  Thomas  must  feel  quite  at  home  among 
them."49  He  characterized  Thomas  as  a  "special  pet"  of  the 
New  Yor\  Times  and  then  quoted  that  publication  as  sug- 
gesting that  Thomas  was  "about  as  far  removed  from  the 
narrow,  bitter,  and  dogmatic  spirit  of  Karl  Marx  as  any  man 
could  be.  .  .  ."  Petersen  took  no  issue  with  the  statement  but 
merely  replied,  "Well,  we  can  certainly  all  agree  that  Mr. 
Thomas  is  far  removed  from  Marx,  a  fact  upon  which  Marx 
is  to  be  congratulated."  50 

One  need  not  accept  the  criticism  of  a  rival  minor-party 
leader  to  come  to  the  conclusion  that  Norman  Thomas  has 
not  frightened  many  of  his  fellow  Americans,  either  of  the 
capitalist  or  noncapitalist  varieties.  If  the  proper  role  of  the 
radical  leader  is  to  put  fear  into  the  hearts  of  the  majority, 
Thomas  most  certainly  did  not  fulfill  his  obligation.  If,  on 
the  other  hand,  it  is  important  for  a  leader  espousing  an  un- 
popular cause  to  make  his  beliefs  more  palatable  to  his  fellow 
citizens,  then  he  has  known  considerable  success.  Curtis  D. 
MacDougal,  in  his  Understanding  Public  Opinion,  has  argued 
that  the  word  "socialism"  has  become  "less  opprobrious"  be- 
cause of  Thomas'  activities.  "Less  than  a  generation  ago,"  he 
wrote,  "it  was  considered  as  damaging  a  label  as  'communism.' 
Among  the  factors  accounting  for  the  change  was  the  personal- 
ity of  the  long-time  leader  of  the  American  Socialist  Party, 
Norman  Thomas,  a  retired  minister  who  used  perfect  English 
with  outstanding  oratorical  flourishes  and  had  excellent  table 
manners.  As  he  got  around  he  destroyed  the  stereotype  of  the 
long-haired  soapbox  crackpot."  51 

The  friendly  acceptance  that  large  numbers  of  Americans 
have  accorded  Norman  Thomas  relates  to  the  very  aspects  of 
the  man  to  which  his  critics  on  the  left  have  vigorously  objected. 
He  is  accepted  because  he  lives  within,  rather  than  outside, 
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the  present  social  order,  because  his  socialism  is  tempered  by 
liberalism,  and  because  he  is  willing  to  assume  that  even  those 
with  whom  he  has  basic  disagreements  are  conceivably  behaving 
in  good  faith.  But  it  would  be  a  mistake  to  conclude  that 
Thomas'  wide  acceptance  rests  fundamentally  upon  the  fact 
that  he  subscribes  to  a  moderate  brand  of  socialism.  Americans 
are  not  especially  adept  at  distinguishing  between  one  variety 
of  socialism  and  another,  and  it  would  appear  that  the  way  in 
which  Thomas  is  received  by  his  countrymen  relates  more  to 
his  personality  than  to  any  quality  of  mildness  in  his  doctrine. 
He  is  an  appealing  figure  because  he  has  never  even  verged  on 
being  a  professional  crank,  which  is  more  than  can  be  said  for 
many  participants  in  radical  movements.  Only  a  slight  acquaint- 
ance with  him  is  enough  to  convince  one  that  his  determination 
to  alter  the  world  does  not  rise  from  some  deep  personal  un- 
happiness.  He  is  the  happy  reformer  who  readily  admits  to 
enjoying  his  "role  as  dissenter":52 

It  is  a  great  mistake  for  anyone  in  America  to  get  the  idea 
that  my  life  has  been  anything  but  an  extraordinarily  happy 
one.  I  am  blessed  as  very  few  men  of  my  acquaintance  have 
been  blessed.  There  isn't  an  hour  of  my  life,  going  back  to 
my  earliest  memories,  in  which  I  do  not  recall  affection  and 
friendship  and  the  security  that  affection  and  friendship  give. 
And  it  has  always  seemed  to  me  that  anyone  who  has  been 
thus  blessed  is  under  some  obligation  to  try  to  make  a  better 
country  in  which  the  beautiful  side,  the  side  of  friendship  is 
more  apparent.53 

Thomas'  security — in  the  personality  sense — is  indicated  in 
many  ways,  not  the  least  of  these  being  his  capacity  for  not 
always  regarding  himself  in  a  serious  light.  Related  to  this 
quality  is  the  fact  that — as  reformers  go — his  outlook  is  con- 
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spicuously  devoid  of  bitterness.  These  facets  of  his  personality 
are  disclosed  in  an  address  that  he  gave  to  a  large  group  of 
Americans  who  gathered  together  in  order  to  do  him  honor 
in  1950.  He  told  them: 

When  this  invitation  came  out,  someone  saw  me  and, 
with  a  rather  cynical  smile  said,  "Well  I  suppose  you  know 
that  all  these  people  here,  you  know  most  of  them  who  signed 
this,  never  voted  for  you."  I  said  that  I  was  familiar  with  the 
facts  of  political  life.  I  also  said  that  I  never  voted  for  them. 
But  I  did  not  draw  any  very  cynical  lesson  from  this. 

I  know  what  life  is  like.  I  am  aware  that  I  am  talking  now 
over  the  air  and  otherwise  to  thousands  of  people  who  have 
kept  their  New  Year's  resolution,  come  what  may,  not  to 
vote  for  Norman  Thomas  rather  better  than  any  other  resolu- 
tion that  they  may  have  made.  I  think  I  am  talking  to  people, 
some  of  whom  take  a  great  deal  of  pain  not  to  listen  to  me 
before  election  because  it  is  a  great  deal  easier  to  do  it  after 
election  without  disturbing  the  faith  that  is  not  too  secure. 

All  this  I  know  and  yet  very  sincerely  I  say  that  it  is  one 
cause  for  joy  in  America  that  we  have,  in  spite  of  our  faults, 
worked  out  a  kind  of  living  here  where  it  is  possible  for  us  to 
admire  and  respect  one  another  and  to  have  confidence  in  the 
society  of  which  we  are  part  in  spite  of  these  differences.54 

As  the  years  have  gone  by,  a  considerable  appreciation  of 
Norman  Thomas  has  matured  in  America.  And  it  has  been  a 
reciprocal  process,  for  Norman  Thomas  has  developed  a  deeper 
appreciation,  indeed  a  deeper  love,  of  his  native  land — a  fact 
which  has  doubtless  been  sensed  by  those  non-Socialist  Ameri- 
cans who  have  come  to  regard  him  so  highly.  Thomas'  love  for 
America  is  well  reflected  in  an  article  entitled  "What's  Right 
with  America"  that  he  wrote  in  1947  for  Harper  s  Magazine. 
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"Most  of  my  yesterdays,"  he  began,  "have  been  spent  telling 
what's  wrong  with  America — always,  I  hope,  with  suggestions 
for  constructive  change.  Most  of  my  tomorrows  will  be  similarly 
employed.  Today  I  am  writing  about  some  of  the  things  that 
are  right  with  America."  55  He  pointed  to  a  variety  of  these 
items:  America's  unprecedented  generosity  in  dealing  with  its 
allies  and  its  former  enemies  at  the  close  of  World  War  II,  its 
granting  of  independence  to  the  Philippines,  its  relative  lack 
of  "snobbery  in  human  relations."  56  "All  over  our  country," 
he  continued,  "there  is  a  saving  quality  of  family  life,  of  good 
humored  and  good-neighborly  responsibility,  that  someday  a 
modern  novelist  may  discover.  For  myself,  I  have  even  a  good 
word  for  church  suppers  and  grange  fairs."  5T  The  quality  of 
Thomas'  affection  for  his  native  land  and  the  fact  that  even 
as  America's  critic  he  has  not  lost  sight  of  its  virtues  are  un- 
mistakably and  eloquently  revealed  in  his  closing  words: 

For  all  this  relative  freedom  and  fellowship  in  America 
there  are  various  explanations  in  terms  of  the  hospitality 
of  a  new,  uncrowded  land,  its  climate,  its  geographic  position, 
its  fertility,  and  its  economic  conditions.  We  are  of  the  same 
blood  as  less  fortunate  Europeans,  modesty  becomes  us,  and 
thankfulness  for  the  extraordinary  opportunity  that  has  been 
ours.  But  it  is  not  self-righteous  for  us  to  be  genuinely  proud 
of  the  great  American  tradition  of  liberty,  which  in  the 
stormy  crisis  of  the  present  still  has  strength  and  validity. 

Tomorrow  I  shall  be  back  to  pointing  out  some  of  the 
things  wrong  with  America  and  to  suggesting  how  they 
may  be  made  right.  I  shall  do  it  with  more  confidence  be- 
cause we  have  a  heritage  and  a  history  which  justify  faith 
in  man's  capacity  for  freedom  and  fair  play.58 


Chapter  VIII 


Plenty,  Peace,  and  Freedom 


For  a  variety  of  reasons  the  American  cultural  situation  has 
not  given  a  high  valuation  to  theory.  Americans,  as  a  people, 
have  seemingly  been  too  completely  involved  in  the  matter  of 
doing  to  pause  to  consider  why  they  were  doing  or  what  they 
were  doing.  It  is  not  surprising  that  people  who  have  reaped 
the  rich  rewards  of  expending  their  collective  energies  toward 
the  eminently  practical  projects  of  conquering  a  continent  and 
building  a  gigantic  machine  empire  should  glorify  the  practical 
and  disdain  the  theoretical.  Theory  has  had  to  fight  an  uphill 
battle  even  in  the  so-called  ivory  towers  of  our  universities. 
It  is  interesting  to  note  that  the  most  original  and  significant 
American  philosophical  contributions  have  been  related  to  the 
development  of  pragmatism. 

This  aversion  to  theory  has  also  manifested  itself  in  American 
political  life.  Very  few  contemporary  American  political  leaders 
seriously  concern  themselves  with  political,  social,  or  economic 
theory.  The  philosopher-statesman  is  not  a  familiar  figure  in 
twentieth-century  America.  During  the  earliest  period  of  United 
States  history,  the  situation  was  markedly  different;  John 
Adams,  John  Calhoun,  Alexander  Hamilton,  Thomas  Jeffer- 
son, and  James  Madison  were  important  political  leaders  and 
at  the  same  time  important  theorists.  They  were  men  who  held 
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well-formulated  social  philosophies.  Endowed  with  speculative 
minds,  these  men  were  genuinely  interested  in  ideas;  more- 
over, they  had  the  need  and  the  facility  for  putting  down  their 
ideas  on  paper.  Among  the  major-party  leaders  of  this  century, 
Woodrow  Wilson  probably  best  represents  their  tradition. 

In  the  present  situation  most  American  political  leaders  ad- 
here to  philosophies  that  are  so  opportunistic  and  so  loosely 
formulated  that  it  seems  as  if  they  have  no  social  philosophy  at 
all.  This  characteristic  is  intimately  related  to  the  strange 
political  formula  which  declares  that  principles,  platforms,  and 
parties  are  unimportant — and  that  only  the  electing  of  good  men 
to  office  really  counts — which  so  many  Americans  equate  with 
political  wisdom.  American  voters  have  not  been  especially 
concerned  with  the  presence  or  absence  of  formal  statements  of 
political  principles — a  fact  which  explains  partially  why  most 
of  their  leaders  have  not  been  inclined  to  develop  any. 

This  antitheoretical  tendency  does  not  appear  so  marked  in 
the  minor  American  political  parties.  Certainly,  political  groups 
with  a  socialist  orientation  have  not  disdained  theory.  Perhaps 
newer  political  faiths  demand  more  justification  and  elaboration. 
The  new  in  politics  is  always  under  attack  and  must  often  be 
justified  on  theoretical  as  well  as  practical  grounds.  In  part, 
then,  the  emphasis  which  minor  parties  place  upon  theory  may 
be  properly  viewed  as  a  defense  mechanism,  and,  no  doubt, 
some  of  this  inclination  to  espouse  theory  can  be  properly  as- 
cribed to  the  need  for  self -justification  of  unorthodox  views. 
After  all,  it  is  probably  quite  impossible  for  the  political  rad- 
ical to  hold  views  which  are  rejected  by  the  majority  without 
having  doubts  creep  into  his  own  thinking  now  and  then. 

Whatever  the  reasons,  socialist  traditions  have  required  that 
the  policy  of  Socialist  leadership  be  justified  on  theoretical  as 
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well  as  on  practical  grounds.  In  fact,  one  of  the  severest  criti- 
cisms that  all  socialist-oriented  groups  have  made  of  the  major 
parties  is  that  they  are  not  sufficiently  concerned  with  social 
philosophy  or  political  principles.  On  the  other  hand,  critics 
of  the  socialist  movement  have  charged  that  this  concern  with 
the  theoretical  has  immeasurably  weakened  radical  political 
organizations  in  the  United  States.  No  matter  what  evaluation 
is  made  of  this  emphasis  upon  theory,  it  is  clear  that  concern 
with  the  theoretical  constitutes  an  important  distinctive  nor- 
mative pattern  among  socialist  and  other  "leftist"  political 
groups. 

Upon  consideration  of  Norman  Thomas'  views,  in  the  con- 
text of  the  mainstream  of  American  political  life,  the  unusual 
fact  is  revealed  that  he  does  have  a  political  and  social  theory, 
or  perhaps  more  accurately,  that  he  does  have  a  well-formulated 
social  philosophy.  When  Mr.  Thomas  is  considered  in  the  light 
of  socialist  politics,  however,  this  fact  does  not  seem  so  sur- 
prising. 

"You  Cant  Go  Home  Again" 

A  man's  philosophy  is  equivalent  to  the  pattern  of  assump- 
tions that  he  makes  concerning  the  world  in  which  he  lives 
and  the  men  who  inhabit  it.  Before  attempting  to  analyze  Mr. 
Thomas'  beliefs  on  specific  issues,  it  is  essential  to  inquire  into 
the  mold  of  thought  that  guided  his  activities  during  an  ex- 
traordinarily busy  life,  or  what  might  be  called  his  Weltan- 
schauung. 

Considering  his  ministerial  background,  a  good  starting  point 
might  be  his  religious  orientation.  Almost  all  of  his  writing 
and  speeches  indicate  a  deep  and  abiding  interest  in  the  kind 
of  ethical  problems  with  which  theologians  have  traditionally 
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concerned  themselves,  but  he  seems  to  find  himself  apart  from 
organized  religion.  Writing  an  essay  on  American  Protestant- 
ism some  thirty  years  ago,  he  declared: 

I  speak  as  one  outside  the  fold  of  my  fathers.  No  longer  do 
I  find  adequate,  as  I  once  did,  the  halfway  house  prepared 
by  modernists  who  still  feel  the  power  of  the  old  traditions 
as  well  as  the  compulsions  of  the  new  and  confusing  day  in 
science,  philosophy  and  social  affairs.  For  good  or  for  evil 
the  religion  which  was  so  much  and  so  intimate  a  part  of 
the  life  of  my  boyhood,  the  religion  in  which  my  father's 
home  was  founded  and  nourished,  lives  for  me  mostly  in 
memory.  To  return  to  it  would  be  an  impossible  and  by  no 
means  lovely  way  of  escape  from  life  and  its  problems.1 

More  recently,  he  has  suggested  that,  before  one  can  agree  to 
the  social  necessity  of  religion,  one  must  agree  to  some  defini- 
tion of  the  term.  If  what  is  meant  by  religion,  he  argues,  "is  a 
deep  sense  of  values  transcending  quantitative  measurement," 
it  may  then  be  considered  as  "necessary  to  the  good  life  and  to 
the  good  society."  2  But  he  rejects  religion  as  being  a  good  in- 
fluence on  the  social  order  if  it  means  an  emphasis  upon  par- 
ticular creeds  or  upon  the  revealed  will  of  God.  He  contends 
that  "to  say  that  there  is  no  basis  for  personal  and  social  ethics 
apart  from  one  or  another  of  the  organized  religions  is  untrue 
to  observed  fact  and  immensely  derogatory  to  a  God  worth 
respect."  3  He  asserts  that  man  is  in  need  of  some  "unifying 
loyalty,"  4  but  to  him  religion,  which  has  been  as  much  a  divisive 
force  as  a  unifying  one,  does  not  offer  much  hope  as  an  aid  to 
establishing  it.  Man  must  look  to  the  experiences  of  life  itself 
as  the  base  for  broadening  his  loyalties. 

That  Thomas  wishes  he  could  speak  more  hopefully  of  re- 
ligion cannot  be  doubted.  Moreover,  there  is  nothing  in  his 
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writing  to  suggest  that  he  is  a  foe,  or  even  a  bitter  critic,  of 
organized  religion,  as  is  the  case  with  a  large  number  of  in- 
dividuals in  the  various  sections  of  the  socialist  movement. 
As  a  matter  of  fact,  Thomas  defends  American  Protestantism 
against  some  of  the  criticisms  that  have  been  leveled  at  it  by 
Harry  Elmer  Barnes,  Sinclair  Lewis,  H.  L.  Mencken,  and 
others.  He  claims  that  the  drab  and  the  harsh  qualities  of 
late  nineteenth-century  Protestantism  have  been  magnified  and 
that  much  of  what  was  valuable  in  it  has  been  overlooked  by 
some  of  its  critics.  "American  Protestantism,"  he  points  out, 
"has  been  weighed  in  the  balance  by  our  generation  and  found 
wanting,  if  palpably  it  has  failed  to  meet  the  needs  of  a  world 
already  caught  in  the  toils  of  revolution,  intellectual  as  well 
as  social,  it  did  at  its  best  nourish  men  and  women  worth 
loving  who  faced  life  and  death  more  bravely  for  their  faith."  5 
Calvinist  theology,  he  implies,  could  not  always  be  taken  at 
face  value,  and  he  substantiates  his  conclusion  with  references 
to  beliefs  that  his  father  held.  "He  believed  in  a  hell,"  writes 
Thomas,  "to  which  all  his  life  I  do  not  think  he  ever  would 
say  that  anyone  was  bound.  I  do  not  believe  in  his  hell  and 
yet  have  been  sorely  tempted  to  consign  not  a  few  thereto."  6 
So  far  has  Thomas  moved  from  the  religion  of  his  father  that 
he  can  no  longer  accept  intellectually  the  idea  of  the  immor- 
tality of  the  soul  or  the  efficacy  of  prayer. 

The  Nature  of  Human  Nature 

As  a  man  advocating  fundamental  changes  in  our  social 
order,  Mr.  Thomas  has  been  forced  to  do  some  serious  think- 
ing about  the  nature  of  man,  for  one  of  the  basic  arguments 
leveled  against  his  socialist  creed  is  that  it  is  not  compatible 
with  human  nature.  Furthermore,  his  ministerial  background 
would  tend  to  make  him  deeply  interested  in  the  matter.  This 
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is  not  to  say  that  he  looks  to  religious  thought  for  a  guide  to 
his  view  of  human  nature.  In  fact,  he  criticizes  religion  for 
making  people  "think  too  much  of  the  goodness  and  badness 
of  men  and  far  too  little  of  the  essential  nature  of  the  social 
system  which  held  even  the  best  men  in  its  toils."  7 

Rather  than  to  religion,  Thomas  turns  to  "science"  for  more 
enlightenment  about  the  nature  of  human  nature.  He  is  con- 
versant with  and  appears  to  subscribe  to  the  general  conception 
of  human  nature  which  modern  anthropology,  sociology,  and 
psychology  have  arrived  at,  although  it  is  clear  that  he  is  per- 
fectly aware  of  the  contradictions  and  controversies  that  plague 
these  fields.  His  own  words  concerning  man's  nature  coincide 
rather  completely  with  the  assessment  made  by  modern  social 
science: 

If  there  is  a  human  nature  which  determines  man's  conduct 
and  destiny,  the  process  is  far  more  subtle  and  obscure  than 
in  the  case  of  the  other  animals:  ants,  bees,  wolves,  beavers, 
whose  social  conduct  is  instinctively  determined.  Man  is  man, 
separated  from  the  rest  of  animal  creatures  by  his  capacity 
to  use  tools,  and  by  his  ability  to  talk  and  to  reflect  about 
the  world  and  himself.  Within  wide  limits  set  by  man's 
physical  and  mental  equipment,  human  nature  is  an  amaz- 
ing variable.  It  is  an  attribute  of  St.  Francis  of  Assisi 
and  Adolph  Hitler;  Albert  Schweitzer  and  Joseph  Stalin; 
Gandhi  and  his  assassin.  It  is  by  definition  common  to  the 
primitive  human  beings  who  lived  under  the  amazingly 
different  cultural  patterns  so  well  described  and  discussed  by 
modern  anthropologists.8 

Paralleling  this  notion  of  man's  variability  is  Thomas'  as- 
sertion that  human  nature  does  change  and  that,  therefore, 
it  is  possible  for  men  to  live  under  a  more  rational  social  and 
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economic  order.  Thomas  alleges  that  those  persons  who  take 
the  dreary  view  of  human  nature  not  infrequently  have  some- 
thing to  gain  by  the  preservation  of  the  status  quo.  "It  eases 
their  consciences,"  he  writes,  "by  giving  them  a  convenient 
excuse  for  doing  nothing  for  men  except  to  rail  at  their  follies."  9 
Yet  he  recognizes  the  fact  that  many  of  history's  social  re- 
formers have  been  too  optimistic  about  the  "perfectibility"  of 
man.  "The  slavery  from  which  we  suffer  is,  partially  at  least, 
within  us.  Too  long  has  the  tree  been  bent  for  it  suddenly  to 
grow  straight;  too  long  have  we  been  in  darkness  immediately 
to  see  clearly.  Emancipation  at  its  most  hopeful  means  reedu- 
cation." But  he  immediately  qualifies  these  words  by  saying: 

To  admit  this,  however,  is  a  very  different  thing  from 
admitting  that  we  are  bound  to  poverty  and  war  by  chains 
of  biological  necessity  or  social  inheritance  too  strong  to  be 
broken.  Some  of  the  objections  to  human  competency  most 
vociferously  urged  are  extraordinarily  lacking  in  genuine 
scientific  support.  Thus  the  notion  that  the  biological  struggle 
for  existence  or  some  instinct  of  combativeness  means  eternal 
war  has  been  pretty  well  scotched  by  competent  thinkers.10 

Thomas  repudiates  another  kind  of  biological  theorizing  as 
well.  The  very  notion  of  racial  superiority  and  inferiority  is 
an  anathema  to  him.  As  he  sees  it,  the  adherence  to  racist 
doctrines  precludes  the  possibility  of  a  better  world.  He  points 
to  some  of  the  most  significant  social-science  findings  con- 
cerning race  and  expresses  some  doubt  that  the  word  belongs 
in  the  vocabulary  of  science.  There  is  no  acceptable  evidence, 
he  maintains,  to  indicate  that  either  culture  or  intelligence  are 
racially  determined.  Although  he  implies  that  the  final  verdict 
of  science  is  not  yet  in,  he  clearly  does  not  feel  that  the  situation 
justifies  despair: 
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The  crusaders  for  a  better  society  can  reasonably  accept 
this  assurance:  most  men  of  every  society  have  more  brains 
and  latent  abilities  than  they  use.  No  man  is  infinitely  per- 
fectible, but  most  men  of  all  races  and  classes  are  well  enough 
endowed  to  be  capable  of  a  better  education  than  any  they 
have  received  and  of  a  higher  level  of  social  conduct  than 
they  habitually  practice.11 

A  Non-Marxist  Socialist 

Thomas  concerns  himself,  in  the  course  of  his  writings,  not 
only  with  the  nature  of  man,  but  he  has  written  at  length  about 
the  nature  of  the  historical  process  and  man's  relationship  to 
it.  His  philosophy  of  history  has  an  important  relationship  to 
his  evaluation  of  Marxist  theory,  as  is  the  case  with  any  pro- 
fessed socialist.  Writing  of  his  own  intellectual  development 
in  A  Socialist's  Faith  (1951),  Thomas  states: 

Certainly  I  was  no  anti-Marxist  when  I  joined  the  Party, 
but  mine,  like  much  of  English  socialism  was  non-Marxist. 
Later  I  went  through  various  degrees  of  belief  in  Marxism. 
It  was,  however,  when  I  was  closest  to  that  ism — in  the  early 
nineteen  thirties — that  I  became  most  aware  of  a  desire  that 
there  should  be  a  synthesis  such  as  Marx  did  not  provide 
between  economics,  politics,  and  the  knowledge  that  had 
been  brought  to  us  by  the  newer  schools  of  psychology.12 

And  when  one  turns  to  Thomas'  writings  of  the  "early  nine- 
teen thirties,"  which  he  suggests  was  the  period  of  his  greatest 
allegiance  to  Marxist  doctrine,  it  becomes  clear  beyond  ques- 
tion that  he  was  no  orthodox  Marxist.  In  the  first  book  in 
which  he  stated  his  fundamental  positions  on  politics  and  social 
philosophy,  Americas  Way  Out,  he  gave  a  rather  detailed 
exposition  of  his  position  on  Marxism.  First,  he  summarized 
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the  basic  tenets  of  Marxist  thinking,  while  emphasizing  that 
Marxism  is  not  synonymous  with  socialism.  Moreover,  he 
argued  that  it  is  possible  to  accept  an  economic  interpretation 
of  history  without  being  a  socialist.  His  own  stand  at  the  time 
would  appear  to  have  been  that  economic  factors  were  the  most 
important  ones  in  the  historical  process.  He  pointed  out,  how- 
ever, that  Engels  wisely  cautioned  his  followers  against  over- 
simplification of  the  theory  of  economic  determinism.  Thomas 
implied  that  it  was  a  useful  but  hardly  an  infallible  tool  for 
social  analysis.  Also,  he  indicated  that  he  could  not  accept  any 
rigid  theory  of  class  division  and  interests. 

Marxism,  Thomas  noted,  came  into  being  during  a  period 
when  the  prevalent  theories  of  psychology  and  philosophy  were 
very  different  from  those  of  the  1930's.  And  it  was  imperative, 
he  maintained,  that  it  be  modified  in  the  light  of  the  newer 
findings  in  these  fields.  He  emphatically  denied  that  Marxism 
could  be  properly  viewed  as  a  science.  He  offered  many  illustra- 
tions of  Marxist  failures  in  the  fields  of  social  analysis  and 
social  prediction,  of  which  some  of  the  most  notable  were:  a 
revolution  in  backward  Russia  was  not  at  all  anticipated;  the 
increased  vitality  which  capitalism  would  derive  from  the  great 
enlargement  of  its  productive  capacities  was  not  realized;  the 
predicted  increasing  misery  for  workers  did  not  actually  come 
about;  the  extremely  important  role  that  managers  and  en- 
gineers were  to  play  in  the  modern  productive  process  was 
not  foreseen;  and  Marxist  theory  did  not  offer  adequate  in- 
sight into  the  nature  of  war  in  the  twentieth  century.  Further- 
more, Thomas  manifested  no  surprise  at  the  evidence  of  short- 
comings in  Marxist  theory:  "Can  a  generation  which  has  had 
to  go  far  beyond  Newtonian  physics  or  atomic  chemistry  or 
Darwinian  biology  be  expected  to  find  Marx,  who  was  also 
the  child  of  his  time,  infallible?"13  There  is  no  doubt,  how- 
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ever,  that  Thomas  believed  at  the  time  of  his  writing  of  Amer- 
ica's Way  Out  that  Marxist  theory  was  of  crucial  importance 
in  understanding  the  world  about  him.  Moreover,  he  was  con- 
vinced that  it  would  necessarily  assume  a  key  position  in  the 
kind  of  "synthesis"  of  social  theory  that  he  hoped  would  be 
achieved.  He  recognized  Marxism  as  a  great  motive  force 
for  altering  the  world  along  socialist  lines: 

[Marxism]  was  the  philosophy  which  gave  to  the  workers 
dignity,  cohesion  and  a  sense  of  place  in  the  cosmic  process. 
It  gave  them  hope  while  it  restrained  them  from  premature 
and  blind  revolt.  It  spoke  in  the  name  of  science  but  brought 
with  it  most  of  the  emotional  satisfactions  including  the 
sense  of  assurance  which  we  associate  with  religion.  In  the 
fourscore  years  following  the  appearance  of  the  Communist 
Manifesto,  the  Gospel,  according  to  Marx,  has  been  preached 
throughout  the  world  with  a  firm  and  persuasive  power  pass- 
ing that  of  the  Gospel  according  to  Mark.  Socialism  has  be- 
come a  religion  whose  great  rival  for  the  supreme  allegiance 
of  the  common  man  is  not  so  much  the  older  religion  of  the 
church,  mosque  or  synagogue  as  the  religion  of  nationalism.14 

His  evaluation  of  Marxism  in  As  I  See  It  (1932)  was  not 
essentially  different  from  that  in  Americas  Way  Out  (1931), 
but  in  the  later  work  he  is  perhaps  more  insistent  that  Marx- 
ism is  analogous  to  religion  rather  than  to  science.  Thomas,  who 
had  already  separated  himself  from  one  religious  orthodoxy, 
was  in  no  mood  to  embrace  another.  Just  as  he  had  done  with 
religious  theories,  he  argued  that  the  various  interpretations 
of  Marx  would  not  actually  derive  their  strength  from  the  de- 
gree to  which  they  succeeded  in  correcdy  appraising  the  mind 
of  Marx  but  from  the  power  of  the  groups  which  held  them. 
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Thomas  also  found  it  necessary  to  add  some  qualification  to 
the  orthodox  Marxist  view  of  the  depression : 

The  Marxian  theory  of  crisis  finds  immense  confirmation  in 
the  present  depression,  and  the  Marxian  prophecy  of  the 
destruction  of  capitalism,  when  its  work  was  done,  by  the 
doom  it  carried  within  it,  is  being  fulfilled  before  our  eyes. 
That  doom  may  have  been  delayed;  when  it  comes  it  may 
be  more  largely  due  to  the  stupid  and  blind  psychology  of 
an  acquisitive  society  and  to  its  nationalistic  follies  and  less 
to  its  pure  economic  weakness  than  early  Marxists  thought, 
but  doom  it  surely  will  be.15 

Twenty  years  later,  in  A  Socialist's  Faith,  his  stand  on  Marx- 
ism remains  fundamentally  the  same,  although  his  rejection  of 
it  appears  to  be  somewhat  more  complete  and  final: 

No  serious  thinker  coming  with  fresh  mind  to  Marxism  one 
hundred  years  after  the  Communist  Manifesto  would  find 
in  it  a  completely  scientific  explanation  of  life  or  even  of 
economics  and  politics.  Marxism's  importance  lies  not  in  its 
finality  as  science  or  religion,  but  in  its  record  through  a 
century  of  extraordinary  propaganda  power  over  large  masses 
of  men.  It  did  not  foretell  the  specific  manner  of  that  collapse 
which  it  helped  to  bring  about.  It  is  the  state  religion  of 
the  mighty  Soviet  Union  and  the  international  communist 
movement.  It  is  reverenced  by  many  democratic  socialists, 
who  derive  from  it  at  vital  points  conclusions  opposite  to 
the  communists. 

Clearly  the  world  ought  to  have  some  more  adequate 
social  philosophy.  Any  new  synthesis  of  our  knowledge  and 
aspirations  will  owe  much  to  Marx,  but  it  will  not  be  Marx- 
ist unless  by  a  very  loose  use  of  the  word.16 
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In  conjunction  with  his  refusal  to  accept  Marxism  as  a  philoso- 
phy, he  has  also  refused  to  accept  it  as  his  style  of  language 
for  speaking  or  writing.  Marxist  verbiage  is  conspicuous  in 
its  absence  from  the  writings  and  speech  of  Norman  Thomas. 
He  is  convinced  that  one  can  be  a  good  socialist  without  shout- 
ing about  "class  conflict."  Indeed,  he  believes  that  Marxist 
terminology  has  the  effect  of  alienating  potential  American 
socialists.  It  might  be  added  that  the  language  of  the  ministry 
and  Princeton  appear  to  be  so  ingrained  in  Mr.  Thomas  that, 
even  had  he  wanted  to,  it  would  not  have  been  easy  for  him 
to  adopt  the  Marxist  jargon. 

Call  for  a  New  Synthesis 

Thus  far,  several  important  aspects  of  Mr.  Thomas'  thought 
have  been  considered :  his  attitudes  toward  religion,  his  estimate 
of  human  nature,  and  his  theory  of  history  as  exemplified  by 
his  appraisal  of  Marxism.  All  of  these  subjects  have  been  dis- 
cussed explicitly  and  extensively  by  him.  It  is  not  unusual  to 
find  that  many  of  the  fundamental  elements  of  a  man's  thought 
do  not  receive  specific  or  lengthy  treatment  in  his  writing,  and 
such  is  the  case  with  Mr.  Thomas,  who  has  never  laid  claim 
to  being  a  systematic  philosopher.  Therefore,  it  is  necessary 
to  investigate  some  aspects  of  his  thinking  which  are  not  al- 
ways completely  dealt  with  by  him  but  which,  nevertheless, 
are  crucial  to  the  understanding  of  his  social  philosophy. 

What  are  some  of  these  phases  of  his  fundamental  philosophy 
which  yet  need  to  be  considered?  As  already  indicated  above, 
Thomas  believes  that  we  desperately  need  a  "synthesis"  of  our 
present  knowledge  in  order  to  provide  a  foundation  for  a  more 
adequate  social  philosophy.  He  is  of  the  opinion  that  economics, 
philosophy,  physical  science,  psychology,  and  sociology  can 
somehow  be  related  to  each  other  on  a  theoretical  level,  al- 
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though  he  does  not  give  the  slightest  inkling  as  to  how  this 
relationship  might  be  achieved.  Furthermore,  he  suggests  that 
he  does  not  personally  feel  capable  of  the  task. 

It  would  appear,  then,  that  eclecticism  of  a  not  too  well-de- 
fined variety  is  characteristic  of  Thomas'  world  view.  He  is 
convinced  that  no  one  field  of  knowledge  has  a  monopoly  on 
truth  concerning  man  and  the  universe  which  he  inhabits;  yet 
he  seems  to  weigh  economic  and  social  factors  more  heavily 
in  importance  than  psychological  ones  in  the  historical  process. 
Nevertheless,  it  is  clear  that  he  subscribes,  in  general,  to  a 
theory  of  multiple  causation  which  is  part  and  parcel  of  his 
eclecticism. 

Naturally  flowing  from  this  eclecticism,  or  perhaps  having 
caused  him  to  embrace  it,  is  the  fact  that  he  rejects  orthodoxy 
in  thinking  about  social  phenomena.  Having  outgrown  the 
religious  type,  he  has  not  been  receptive  to  any  new  varieties 
of  orthodoxy.  As  he  sees  it,  worship  at  the  shrine  of  Freud  is  as 
absurd  as  worship  at  the  shrine  of  Marx.  Likewise,  he  is  "skep- 
tical" of  theories  which  suggest  that  there  is  "a  rigid  pattern  in 
history,  whether  they  are  made  by  Hegel,  Marx,  Toynbee  or 
Spengler."17 

Thus  he  rejects  all  varieties  of  determinism:  "If  man's  end 
is  social  tragedy  it  will  not  be  certain  that  such  tragedy  was 
foredoomed.  Disaster  may  come  because  man  did  not  wake  in 
time  and  act  in  time."  18  Thomas  has  tenaciously  held  to  this 
view;  even  living  through  the  Great  Depression  and  the  Second 
World  War  has  not  persuaded  him  to  abandon  it.  In  A  Social- 
ist's Faith  he  writes,  "There  is  in  human  conduct  an  element 
of  will  and  choice.  Without  it  freedom  and  democracy  are 
meaningless,  scarcely  the  substance  of  a  dream."  19 

There  appears  to  be  only  one  absolute  among  the  basic  as- 
sumptions of  the  social  philosophy  of  Norman  Thomas,  namely, 


264  Norman  Thomas,  Respectable  Rebel 

the  rejection  of  absolutes.  With  some  qualifications,  he  ac- 
cepts the  position  of  social  relativism;  yet  his  conviction  that 
ethical  standards  rise  from  social  experience  should  not  be 
construed  to  mean  that  his  world  view  is  devoid  of  ethics.  On 
the  contrary,  he  believes  that  ethics  matter  profoundly  in  our 
troubled  world,  and  he  ascribes  much  of  the  world's  sickness 
to  the  absence  of  an  ethical  orientation.  He  reasons: 

Acceptance  of  relativity  in  social  ethics  does  not  require  a 
renunciation  of  ethical  standards  or  methods  nor  does  it  re- 
duce them  to  a  mere  by-product  of  economics,  a  function  in 
the  struggle  of  classes.  Rather  it  is  true  that  there  is  a  basic 
morality  to  which  we  owe  a  supreme  loyalty,  a  morality 
derived  from  our  common  humanity,  a  morality  greatly 
affected  by  the  conditions  under  which  men  work  and  live, 
but  never  to  be  reduced  to  a  mere  expression  of  personal, 
group,  class  or  national  interest.20 

The  fundamental  ethical  principles  to  which  Mr.  Thomas 
subscribes  are  two  in  number.  In  the  first  place,  "Ends  and 
means  are  logically  related  in  the  laboratory  of  life,  even  if 
the  relationship  cannot  be  so  precisely  established  as  in  the 
chemical  laboratory.  Bad  means  employed  for  good  ends  cor- 
rupt the  ends."  In  the  second  place,  "In  seeking  or  maintaining 
a  good  society,  individual  human  beings  should  be  treated  as 
ends,  not  means."21  These  two  principles  underlie  all  of 
Thomas'  thinking;  they  constitute  the  yardstick,  so  to  speak, 
with  which  he  takes  so  many  of  his  measurements  concerning 
the  contemporary  world  and  its  citizens.  These  tenets  must 
be  kept  in  mind  as  a  background  for  his  analysis  of  what  he 
has  long  believed  to  be  the  three  most  fundamental  problems 
confronting   mankind— those  of   achieving,  to   use   Thomas' 
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favorite  phrase,  "plenty,  peace,  and  freedom."  It  is  to  his  thought 
concerning  these  three  problems  that  we  now  turn. 

The  Conquest  of  Poverty 

The  initial  assumption  that  Mr.  Thomas  makes  about  "plenty, 
peace,  and  freedom"  is  that  they  are  interrelated  and  that  they 
constitute  a  triad  upon  which  all  hopes  for  a  better  world  de- 
pend. He  is  convinced  that  any  one  of  these  hoped-for  social 
conditions  can  be  achieved  in  any  genuine  way  only  if  the 
other  two  are  also  accomplished.  When  he  was  writing  during 
the  depression  years,  however,  there  is  some  indication  that 
he  stressed  "plenty"  as  the  most  fundamental  element  in  the 
triad,  but  in  his  later  works  this  stress  is  much  less  marked. 

It  must  be  remembered  that  Norman  Thomas  did  not  in- 
herit his  socialism.  The  religious  orthodoxy  of  his  middle-class 
boyhood  home  and  his  education  at  the  rather  aristocratic 
Princeton  University  were  not  conducive  to  the  development 
of  his  socialist  philosophy.  As  has  been  explained  earlier,  he 
came  to  detest  poverty  as  a  result  of  personal  experiences  in 
New  York  slums,  when  he  was  engaged  in  Christian  social 
work  as  a  young  minister. 

His  early  abhorrence  of  poverty  was  subsequently  strength- 
ened by  his  conviction  that  the  condition  is  unnecessary.  He 
argues  that  for  large  numbers  of  mankind  hunger  was  once 
unavoidable,  because  of  the  lack  of  technical  means  with  which 
to  conquer  it,  but  that  this  is  no  longer  the  situation :  "Now,  so 
far  as  our  physical  resources,  our  mechanical  power,  and  our 
means  of  communication  are  concerned,  there  is  no  excuse  for 
poverty  for  any  of  the  children  of  earth."  The  pessimism  of 
"neo-Malthusians"  can  be  answered  by  "an  increase  of  intel- 
ligent birth  control."22  By  making  starvation  unnecessary,  he 
happily  suggests,  science  and  technology  have  "given  us  firm 


266  Norman  Thomas,  Respectable  Rebel 

foundations  for  our  Utopias.  No  longer  need  our  great  dreamers 
place  their  visions  in  happy  islands  or  fortunate  cities  or  boldly 
expect  the  mighty  intervention  of  God  to  make  all  things 
new.   Z6 

As  of  1950,  Thomas  indicted  American  capitalism  for  the 
fact  that,  despite  the  magnificence  of  American  resources  and 
technology,  "almost  ten  million  American  families  ...  re- 
ceived incomes  under  $2,000,"  even  in  the  allegedly  "prosper- 
ous" year  of  1948.  Thus  he  concluded  that  "Roosevelt's  famous 
statement  is  still  approximately  true:  one-third  of  our  people 
are  ill-fed,  ill-clothed  and  ill-housed."  24  As  of  i960,  Thomas  is 
inclined  to  accept,  but  not  without  qualifications,  John  K.  Gal- 
braith's  thesis  that  we  are  living  in  an  "affluent  society."  He 
feels  obliged  to  remind  us,  however,  that  "America  has  pockets 
of  unnecessary  and  disgraceful  poverty.  And  in  its  wealth  even 
the  more  fortunate  among  us  have  not  found  inner  peace."  25 
He  admits  candidly  that  the  "vitality  of  a  progressive  type  of 
capitalism  explains  the  present  halt  in  socialist  progress  in 
popular  estimation."  Yet  he  emphatically  does  not  view  him- 
self as  a  rebel  without  a  cause.  He  insists  "that  the  basic  prob- 
lems to  which  socialism  had  addressed  itself"  remain  unsolved.26 

Thomas  is  especially  critical  of  capitalism  for  the  historical 
and  present  waste  of  precious  natural  resources,  such  as  coal, 
forests,  natural  gas,  and  oil.  What  is  the  reason  for  this  "carnival 
of  waste"?  "It  is  a  natural,  even  a  necessary,  accompaniment 
of  our  American  conception  of  the  righteousness  of  the  private 
ownership  of  natural  resources  and  their  development  for 
private  profit."  27  Perhaps  Thomas  does  not  take  into  sufficient 
consideration,  when  analyzing  the  waste  of  American  resources, 
the  fact  that  a  nation  endowed  with  a  bountiful  supply  of 
natural  treasures  is  likely  to  use  them  somewhat  prodigally 
under  any  economic  system. 
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"Along  with  waste,"  he  declares,  "the  great  economic  crime 
of  private  capitalism  is  that  it  has  given  us  chronic  unemploy- 
ment."28 He  does  not  hold  with  the  Marxist  theory  that  it 
has  meant  increasing  impoverishment  for  workers,  but  he  does 
lay  modern  depressions  at  the  door  of  capitalism: 

It  is  a  simple  fact  that  unemployment  as  a  widespread 
phenomenon  was  created  by  capitalism.  It  was  not  char- 
acteristic of  the  old  agricultural  and  handicraft  society  in 
which  men  and  women  found  something  to  do  as  long  as 
they  had  strength,  except  in  times  of  national  disaster.  (The 
idle  proletariat  of  the  city  of  Rome  were  something  of  an 
historical  exception  to  this  rule.) 

Before  cyclical  or  chronic  unemployment  could  become 
common,  it  was  necessary  that  machine  production  should 
be  able  to  provide  something  of  a  surplus  over  effective  de- 
mand, be  something  different  from  the  total  of  human  wants 
and  needs.  Unemployment  originates  in  the  fact  the  whole 
body  of  workers  with  hand  and  brain  receives  less  than  is 
necessary  to  buy  back  the  equivalent  of  what  the  workers 
create. 

Thomas  makes  it  quite  clear  that  he  does  not  believe  that 
either  the  New  Deal  or  the  Fair  Deal,  and  certainly  not  the 
Eisenhower  administrations,  has  offered  any  adequate  program 
for  eliminating  depressions.  He  contends  that  it  was  basically 
the  Second  World  War,  rather  than  any  program  of  the 
Roosevelt  administration,  which  brought  prosperity  to  the 
United  States  and  that  the  fact  that  the  economy  is  once  again 
keyed  to  war  accounts  largely  for  the  rather  prosperous  state 
at  present  in  the  U.S. 

What  is  the  way  out  ?  How  can  an  economy  of  abundance  be 
established?  Mr.  Thomas'  answer  is,  of  course,  what  he  likes 
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to  call  "democratic  socialism."  To  him  the  concept  is  more  than 
merely  a  plan  for  a  new  economic  system.  It  is  a  new  way  of 
living,  a  deep  and  abiding  faith  in  man's  capacity  to  live  in  a 
more  co-operative  fashion;  it  involves  the  development  of  new 
loyalties,  "because  men  and  societies  live  by  their  loyalties."  30 
Socialism,  he  insists,  requires  an  emotional  loyalty  which  is 
disciplined  by  the  intellect.  "Basic  to  it,"  he  writes,  "must  be  a 
point  of  view  or  a  philosophy  which  wins  emotional  and  in- 
tellectual support.  The  good  society  of  the  socialist  is  something 
different  from  and  better  than  an  acquisitive  society  in  which 
material  benefits  might  be  made  more  abundant.  It  is  a  society 
of  which  men  feel  themselves  actively  a  part.  The  conquest  of 
poverty  itself  requires  an  active  sense  of  fraternity  and  a  practice 
of  cooperation  in  which  is  to  be  found  part  of  life's  joy."  31  The 
development  of  this  co-operative  loyalty,  he  continues,  is  even 
more  important  than  the  formulation  of  specific  plans  for  the 
better  society.  "This  ethical  ideal  is  a  scientific  necessity  in  the 
successful  and  peaceful  management  of  our  highly  interde- 
pendent economy."  32  In  short,  to  Mr.  Thomas  socialism  is  a 
moral  philosophy  as  well  as  an  economic  doctrine. 

The  modern  world  with  its  economic  and  social  complexities 
must  have  planning,  he  affirms.  But  he  is  careful  to  point  out 
that  he  is  not  speaking  of  rigid  blueprints.  The  planning  which 
he  envisions  should  be  more  general,  laying  stress  upon  "goals" 
and  the  means  that  must  be  used  to  achieve  them.  Moreover, 
as  a  democratic  socialist,  he  cautions  that  planning  should  not 
be  looked  upon  "as  a  good  in  itself."  33  The  amount  and  kind  of 
planning  cannot  be  determined  on  any  absolute  basis  but  rather 
will  depend  upon  pragmatic  tests.  Only  with  some  reluctance 
does  he  accept  the  necessity  of  planning.  "I  confess  that  there 
are  times  when  I  have  envied  Thomas  Jefferson  and  the  men 
of  that  period  of  American  history,"  he  admits  candidly,  "when 
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it  was  reasonable  to  believe  that  the  government  is  best  which 
governs  least."34 

A  basic  Thomas  argument  for  socialism  is  that  the  free  enter- 
prise that  so  many  Americans  regard  reverently  simply  does 
not  exist  in  this  country.  As  he  sees  it,  free  enterprise  is  essen- 
tially a  myth,  and  a  dangerous  one  at  that.  It  is  an  absurdly  in- 
accurate label  for  the  American  economy,  he  insists,  and  does 
not  deserve  the  name,  because  there  is  widespread  governmental 
interference  and  planning  in  American  economic  life,  because 
economic  processes  are  vitally  affected  by  powerful  farm  and 
labor  organizations,  and  because  private  monopolies  are  still 
growing  in  power. 

Laissez  faire  is  a  dead  economic  principle  in  most  of  the 
world,  Thomas  explains,  because  of  two  world  wars  and  the 
present  preparations  for  a  third.  Patterns  of  world  warfare  have 
necessitated  more  interference  by  the  state  in  economic  proc- 
esses, he  suggests.  It  is  clear  that  he  does  not  believe  that  eco- 
nomic eggs,  having  once  been  scrambled,  can  be  unscrambled. 
He  argues  that  the  laissez-faire  approach  to  economics  can  no 
longer  be  justified  on  the  ground  that  a  self -regulating  economy 
is  desirable,  for  in  all  economic  systems  contemporary  condi- 
tions force  the  state  to  play  a  powerful  role  in  economic  life. 

In  his  judgment,  the  question  is  not  whether  or  not  there 
will  be  collectivism  in  American  or  in  world-wide  economic 
life.  This  situation  exists,  he  suggests,  in  much  of  the  world  and 
will  inevitably  develop  in  those  parts  of  the  world  where  it  is 
not  yet  established.  The  extremely  important  choice  that  men 
do  have  is  whether  this  economic  collectivism  will  be  demo- 
cratic or  totalitarian,  that  is,  whether  the  patterns  followed  will 
be  the  democratic  ones  established  by  Great  Britain  and  the 
Scandinavian  countries  or  the  totalitarian  ones  akin  to  Soviet 
Russia  and  Communist  China.  Of  course,  he  looks  with  hope 
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to  the  former  examples,  which  are  more  or  less  in  keeping  with 
his  dream  of  democratic  socialism,  but  by  no  means  does  he 
argue  that  perfection  is  to  be  found  in  these  nations. 

Norman  Thomas  wrote  very  explicitly  of  the  essentials  of 
democratic  socialism,  as  envisioned  by  him,  in  A  Socialist's 
Faith : 

Sound  democratic  socialism  will  seek  public  ownership  under 
democratic  control  of  the  commanding  heights  of  the  modern 
economic  order.  It  is  neither  necessary  nor  desirable,  so  long 
as  there  is  unity  of  purpose  in  the  main  direction  of  our 
economy,  that  there  should  be  a  monolithic  type  of  owner- 
ship and  control.  There  is  a  wholesome  stimulus  in  competi- 
tion, or  emulation,  and  in  diversity  of  functional  apparatus. 
There  is  large  room  for  private  ownership  when  the  owners 
are  serving  a  useful  function,  providing  that  their  ownership 
does  not  give  them  undue  control  over  our  social  life.  Public 
ownership  need  not  be  of  one  type.  Generally  speaking,  the 
state  should  be  the  agency  of  ownership,  and  public  cor- 
porations or  authorities  of  somewhat  various  types  its  ad- 
ministrators. But  there  will  be  a  large  place  for  cooperatives, 
especially  consumers'  cooperatives  in  the  good  society.35 

Generally  speaking,  these  "commanding  heights  fall  in  three 
divisions:  (1)  natural  resources;  (2)  the  system  of  money, 
banking,  and  credit;  and  (3)  the  great  monopolies  or  oligop- 
olies."36 

A  major  justification  for  socialization  of  natural  resources, 
including  land  (excepting  that  on  which  persons  live  and  which 
they  farm),  mineral  wealth,  and  forests,  would  seem  to  rest 
on  "moral"  grounds.37  These  things  were  neither  made  nor, 
in  general,  discovered  nor  developed  by  individual  men;  there- 
fore, Thomas  concludes,  they  properly  belong  in  the  hands 
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of  the  whole  of  society,  as  all  men  depend  upon  them.  More- 
over, he  argues  that  in  mining,  for  instance,  the  significance 
of  the  owner  is  far  outweighed  by  that  of  the  engineer  and  other 
technical  experts.  It  is  generally  agreed,  he  implies,  that  uranium 
should  be  socially  owned,  because  of  its  importance  in  the 
production  of  atomic  energy.  Why  then,  he  asks,  should  not 
other  vital  resources  be  publicly  owned?  Even  granting  that 
the  private  ownership  of  them  is  not  quite  so  fraught  with 
dangers,  it  cannot  be  denied,  he  declares,  that  the  general  wel- 
fare is  equally  dependent  upon  them. 

The  socialization  of  banking  and  credit  is  required  because 
private  ownership  has  led  to  banking  manipulations  which 
have  been  detrimental  to  the  whole  of  society.  "Most  of  the 
world's  currencies  are  'managed,' "  he  points  out,  "usually 
rather  badly  managed  at  that."38  The  banking  system  is  in- 
timately and  dynamically  related  to  the  whole  economic  struc- 
ture, and,  consequently,  it  belongs  in  public  hands,  which 
would  make  intelligent  social  direction  possible.  Thomas  be- 
comes particularly  irate  when  reflecting  upon  the  fact  "of  the 
outrageous  system  under  which  generation  after  generation 
pays  interest  to  private  banks  for  no  other  service  than  what 
ought  to  be  the  social  function  of  the  creation  of  money  in  the 
form  of  credit."  39 

Finally,  he  develops  his  arguments  for  the  socialization  of  the 
"great  monopolies  or  oligopolies"  along  these  lines:  Since  these 
industries  are  characterized  by  "absentee  ownership"  and  lack 
of  "effective  competition,"  he  asserts  that  none  of  the  alleged 
advantages  of  private  ownership  apply  here.40  Furthermore,  as 
in  the  case  of  the  mining  industry,  technical  experts  and  man- 
agers have  become  more  important  than  the  owners.  He  is 
not  convinced  that  monopolies  are  unmitigated  evils,  although 
he  recognizes  real  dangers  in  bigness  per  se.  The  sensible 
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procedure  is  not  to  break  up  all  monopolies,  he  insists,  for 
this  would  be  in  many  instances  impossible  and  economically 
undesirable,  but  rather  to  put  them  under  public  ownership 
so  that  they  might  function  in  accord  with  general  welfare. 
These  arguments  in  respect  to  monopoly  are  particularly  keyed 
to  the  case  for  the  social  ownership  of  public  utilities. 

There  is  no  rigid  answer  regarding  what  should  be  socially 
owned,  suggests  Mr.  Thomas : 

Just  how  far  in  this  industrial  field  social  ownership  should 
go  is  not  a  matter  which  one  generation  can  absolutely  deter- 
mine for  the  next.  .  .  .  Piecemeal  nationalization  or  even 
socialization  won't  get  very  far  in  a  society  still  dominated 
by  private  ownership  and  the  psychological  attitude  it  breeds. 
.  .  .  On  the  other  hand,  wholesale  socialization  of  almost 
all  industry  would  impose  a  crushing  burden  on  govern- 
ment and  any  apparatus  it  might  set  up.  I  suggest,  there- 
fore, that  when  a  socialist  government  has  decided  what 
industries  should  be  socialized  and  what  left  to  private  enter- 
prise or  cooperatives,  the  decision,  while  not  immortal,  should 
not  be  subject  to  capricious  revision.41 

Despite  his  insistence  that  there  are  no  final  answers  in  respect 
to  the  extent  of  socialization,  he  claims  that  at  least  the  "major 
and  basic  industries"  ought  to  be  publicly  owned  in  order  to 
"simplify  the  conquest  of  depression."42  Moreover,  he  main- 
tains this  with  an  awareness  "that  automatically  social  owner- 
ship answers  fewer  problems  than  we  had  hoped."  43 

How  should  these  industries  be  transferred  from  private 
ownership  to  social  ownership?  Thomas  indicates  that  there 
is  no  unanimity  of  opinion  concerning  this  question  among  the 
advocates  of  democratic  socialism.  His  own  position  is  that  it  is 
essential  that  the  transfer  be  of  a  nonviolent  sort.  Therefore, 
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he  proposes  that  "reasonable  compensation"  to  the  present 
owners  is  the  logical  way  of  preventing  the  socially  costly 
disorder  which  would  accompany  uncompensated  confisca- 
tion.44 Besides  that,  he  argues,  such  compensation  would  only 
be  just  in  a  situation  where  all  industry  is  not  to  be  socialized. 
He  leaves  no  doubt,  however,  that  income  derived  from  such 
compensation  would  be  subject  to  rigorous  taxation,  though 
not  on  a  discriminatory  basis. 

Concerning  the  administration  of  these  socialized  industries, 
Thomas  looks  to  TVA  as  a  working  model  for  the  public 
authorities  which  would  be  organized.  Differing  from  TVA, 
however,  he  advocates  the  inclusion  of  workers'  and  consumers' 
representation  at  the  decision-making  level. 

Thomas  is  deeply  concerned  with  the  problems  generally 
associated  with  the  so-called  administrative  state  and  admits 
that  democratic  socialists  have  not  done  enough  thinking  about 
these  problems.  Nevertheless,  he  maintains  that  the  ills  of 
bureaucracy  are  not  peculiar  to  socialism.  Indeed,  he  contends 
that  there  are  more  bureaucratic  evils  inherent  in  the  existing 
variety  of  American  capitalism  than  there  would  be  in  socialism 
as  he  conceives  it: 

For  effective  control  over  industries  still  legally  owned  by 
private  individuals  requires  a  more  arbitrary  exercise  of 
political  power  than  the  state  operation  of  these  industries  by 
public  authorities  under  a  system  of  social  ownership. 

Moreover,  the  bureaucracy  which  watches  other  people 
work  is  even  more  likely  than  any  public  authority  which 
actually  works  to  adopt  those  attitudes  and  habits  which 
we  associate  with  bureaucracy  at  its  worst.  This  statement 
is  supported  by  experience  with  bureaucratic  controls  even 
in  wartime  when  the  stimulus  of  danger  was  a  spur  to 
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Furthermore,  he  stresses  the  idea  of  "decentralization,"  along 
"functional  and  geographical"  lines,  which  would  tend  to  miti- 
gate the  disadvantages  of  the  administrative  state  and  to  pro- 
mote industrial  democracy,  which  is  integral  to  his  version  of 
democratic  socialism.46 

Before  passing  to  another  phase  of  Mr.  Thomas'  thought,  it  is 
important  to  note  that  his  constant  injunction  to  his  followers 
has,  in  efTect,  been:  "Let  us  not  be  content  to  rely  on  the 
socialist  propositions  of  yesterday,  for  new  times  require  new 
thought  and  perhaps  new  solutions."  4T  Yet  he  holds  fast  to  the 
label  of  socialism  for  the  economy  which  he  envisions,  admitting 
that  such  a  system  is  one  variety  of  what  has  been  called  a 
"mixed  economy."  Nevertheless,  he  prefers  "socialism"  because 
with  it  are  associated  co-operation  and  public  ownership  of 
important  parts  of  the  economic  system.  In  addition,  he  suggests 
wryly  that  "mixed"  is  a  description  more  appropriate  for  "our 
present  scrambled  economy."  48 

His  faith  in  socialization  as  a  kind  of  panacea  has  signifi- 
cantly declined,  but  his  loyalty  to  the  ideals  of  socialism  has 
remained  intact.  In  general,  he  is  now  a  much  less  optimistic 
socialist  than  he  was,  for  instance,  in  the  1920's  and  1930's.  In 
an  article  written  in  1952  and  addressed  primarily  to  his  fellow 
socialists,  he  pointed  out  that 

the  messianic  hope  which  consciously  or  unconsciously  in- 
spired most  of  us  to  become  socialists  is  scarcely  tenable  in 
America  or  elsewhere  in  the  world.  .  .  .  History  and  our 
better  knowledge  of  our  human  psychology  have  destroyed 
or  profoundly  altered  that  particular  scheme  of  earthly  salva- 
tion. We  have  learned  much  about  the  temptations  of  power, 
and  we  know  that  there  is  no  messianic  working  class  nor 
any  sort  of  elite  that  we  can  trust  automatically  to  save  man- 
kind. .  .  .  There  never  will  be  an  absolute  final  victory.49 
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"A  World  without  War" 

The  history  of  American  social  reform  is  replete  with  in- 
stances in  which  members  of  reform  groups  have  attached 
themselves  to  more  than  one  cause.  For  example,  it  was  not  un- 
common for  the  same  persons  who  were  in  the  abolitionist 
movement  to  be  active  also  in  the  temperance  movement,  or  in 
the  feminist  movement,  or  in  the  public  education  movement, 
or  perhaps  in  all  of  them.  Similarly,  Mr.  Thomas  thought  of 
himself  as  both  a  pacifist  and  a  socialist  when  he  joined  the  So- 
cialist party  during  World  War  I.  The  party's  opposition  to 
the  war  was  a  major  fact  in  drawing  the  young  minister  to 
it. 

Although  in  later  years  he  was  to  abandon  pacifism  of  an 
absolute  sort,  his  thought  concerning  war  and  peace  is  still  to  a 
large  extent  in  the  pacifist  tradition.  He  still  retains  profound 
respect  for  Gandhi  and  his  tactics,  although  Thomas  is  not 
convinced  that  they  can  be  effective  with  totalitarian  powers. 
"Against  a  Stalin  or  a  Hitler,"  he  writes,  "his  method  would 
have  been  ethically  as  noble  as  against  the  British  but  certainly 
it  would  have  led  to  his  early  death  in  some  secret  dungeon — 
unless  perhaps  he  had  been  drugged  and  tortured  into  a  weird 
and  terrible  confession."50  Thomas  does  not  now  consider 
political  pacifism  as  a  practical  program  for  the  attainment 
of  peace  which  is  worth  the  having.  Yet  he  is  still  inclined  to 
believe  that  the  conscientious  objector  plays  a  socially  useful 
role  by  his  protest  against  the  method  of  war  and  by  his  refusal 
to  subordinate  the  dictates  of  his  conscience  to  the  demands 
of  the  state.  Moreover,  even  now  he  cannot  harmonize  Chris- 
tianity and  the  justification  of  war: 

World  War  I  drove  me,  at  that  time  an  active  Christian 
clergyman,  to  examine  the  problem  of  Christianity  and  the 
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method  of  war,  whatever  the  objective.  I  was  constrained  to 
accept  Christian  pacifism.  With  due  respect  to  men  who  are 
better  Christians  than  I  and  think  otherwise,  I  am  still  unable 
to  reconcile  Christianity  and  war  on  philosophic  and  ethical 
grounds.  If  in  the  years  following  the  First  World  War,  I, 
to  my  sorrow,  could  no  longer  accept  a  Christian  absolute 
of  opposition  to  war,  it  was  because  I  was  constrained  to 
modify  my  thinking  about  God,  man,  and  the  universe.51 

It  is  evident  that  his  uneasy  abandonment  of  pacifism  never 
became  total  rejection.  Indeed,  Thomas  would  clearly  be  hap- 
pier and  more  comfortable  if  he  could  still  look  upon  pacifism  as 
the  answer  to  the  threatening  tragedy  of  nuclear  war.  Although 
he  no  longer  opposes  every  war,  he  is  still  convinced  that  men 
do  not  build  better  worlds  via  war.  He  remains  convinced 
that  war,  because  of  the  "brutal  and  irrational  nature"  of  its 
"method,"  tends  to  frustrate  the  achievement  of  the  end  which 
so  many  high-minded  warriors  have  made  their  own."  52  He 
is  highly  skeptical  of  most  of  the  arguments  that  associate 
virtue  with  war  and  the  military  life  and  detests  war  in  virtu- 
ally all  of  its  manifestations : 

Really  to  tell  what  war  means  in  material  destruction,  in 
the  physical  agony  of  its  victims,  in  the  lives  it  warps  and 
twists,  in  the  sexual  degradation  it  breeds,  in  the  juvenile 
delinquency  that  it  nurtures,  in  the  cruelty  it  exalts,  and  in 
the  slavery  to  the  state  which  it  encourages,  lies  beyond  my 
power — perhaps  beyond  the  power  of  any  man — to  put  into 
words.53 

In  the  light  of  what  Mr.  Thomas  has  "put  into  words"  con- 
cerning the  horror  of  war,  it  does  not  come  as  a  surprise  that — 
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even  after  he  was  no  longer  able  to  accept  the  pacifist  position 
— he  still  opposed  America's  entrance  into  the  Second  World 
War.  Before  examining  his  actual  reasons  for  taking  a  non- 
interventionist  stand,  it  is  important  to  suggest  what  they  were 
not,  since  so  many  inaccurate  statements  have  been  made  con- 
cerning his  position  at  that  time.  First,  they  were  not  motivated, 
by  any  stretch  of  the  imagination,  by  sympathy  with  fascism 
of  the  German,  Italian,  or  American  varieties.  He  opposed 
fascism  from  its  inception,  with  a  vigor  and  consistency  not 
surpassed  by  any  other  American  of  his  time.  Second,  they 
were  not  based  on  any  orthodox  pacifist-socialist  analysis  of 
war.  His  views  concerning  pacifism  have  already  been  elab- 
orated upon.  And  just  as  these  underwent  modification  during 
the  period  between  two  world  wars,  so  did  his  attitudes  in 
respect  to  traditional  socialist  interpretations  of  war.  He  did 
not  view  World  War  II  simply  as  conflict  between  two  morally 
indistinguishable  groups  of  imperialist  powers.  Third,  and 
finally,  his  position  was  not  predicated  upon  isolationism,  if 
this  word  is  given  accurate  definition;  that  is,  he  never  main- 
tained that  America  should  have  remained  aloof  from  world 
affairs  or  that  she  should  have  been  unconcerned  about  the 
rest  of  the  world.  His  point  of  view  was  basically  internationalist 
— though  not  by  the  hysterical  definitions  of  the  time.  He 
repeatedly  stated  his  position  as:  "the  maximum  possible  co- 
operation for  peace;  the  maximum  possible  isolation  from 
war."54 

Thomas'  noninterventionism  was  predicated  on  what  he  be- 
lieved to  be  best  for  the  people  of  the  United  States  and  for 
the  people  of  the  world.  He  was  convinced,  although  history 
has  proved  him  wrong,  that  American  democracy  could  not 
survive,  domestically  speaking,  if  the  United  States  entered 
the  war.  He  predicted  the  establishment  of  totalitarianism  at 
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home,  even  though  the  war  would  ostensibly  be  fought  against 
totalitarianism  abroad.  The  resulting  situation,  he  argued, 
would  constitute  an  American  tragedy  and  a  world  tragedy. 

As  Thomas  saw  it,  the  greatest  contribution  that  the  United 
States  could  make  to  world  welfare  was  to  make  American 
democracy  work  more  effectively.  Rather  than  war  with  foreign 
powers,  he  advocated  domestic  war  against  poverty  and  racism, 
for  he  believed  that  "America  lacked  the  wisdom  and  the 
power  to  play  God  to  the  world  by  the  devil's  method  of  total 
war."  5o  He  proposed  that  America  should  remain  a  beacon 
of  light  in  a  world  of  darkness,  a  haven  of  sanity,  an  example 
of  peace  and  democracy. 

As  he  looks  back  upon  his  attitude  toward  the  Second  World 
War,  he  is  ready  to  admit  that  he  overstressed  the  idea  that  it 
was  merely  a  continuation  of  the  First  World  War  and  that  he 
overestimated  the  power  of  Europe  to  resist  Fascist  military 
might.  Thomas  never  abandoned  the  view,  however,  that  there 
was  a  dangerous  element  of  dishonesty  in  the  foreign  policy 
of  the  Roosevelt  administration.  He  condemns  the  late  Presi- 
dent for  assuring  the  American  people  that  he  was  following 
a  path  leading  to  peace,  while  he  was,  in  reality,  taking  a  series 
of  steps  that  led  logically  to  war.  The  moral  action  which 
Roosevelt  should  have  taken,  Thomas  insists,  would  have  been 
to  declare  forthrightly  in  behalf  of  his  interventionist  position. 

Also,  Thomas  continues  to  believe  that  he  and  the  Socialist 
party  were  emphatically  right  in  arguing  for  a  concrete  state- 
ment of  peace  terms  as  against  "unconditional  surrender"  and 
in  opposing  a  peace  based  on  vengeance.  He  further  suggests 
that  history  has  vindicated  the  Socialist  criticisms  of  unneces- 
sary appeasement  of  Stalin  at  Cairo,  Teheran,  and  Potsdam.56 
"The  only  positive  gain  that  had  come  out  of  the  war,"  he  con- 
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eludes,  "was  the  establishment  of  an  inclusive  but  imperfect 
United  Nations."57 

To  some  extent,  in  a  world  in  which  another  great  war  appears 
to  be  a  real  possibility,  Thomas'  current  foreign-policy  views 
coincide  with  those  he  held  prior  to  the  outbreak  of  World 
War  II.  There  are  certain  important  exceptions,  however.  Once 
again  he  is  an  ardent  opponent  of  war,  but  he  realizes  that  the 
United  States  would  be  inextricably  involved  in  any  conflicts 
that  might  arise.  In  addition,  he  is  inclined  to  feel  that  Soviet 
Russia  is  an  even  greater  threat  to  the  peace  and  security  of 
the  world  than  was  Nazi  Germany.  In  1951,  when  Stalin  still 
ruled  Russia,  Thomas  suggested  that  persons  devoted  to  the 
cause  of  peace  had  to  do  some  fresh  thinking  and  face  up  to 
some  unpleasant  realities: 

If  Russia  and  America  were  merely  two  great  national  con- 
tenders for  power,  the  situation  would  be  dangerous.  There 
would  be  faults  on  both  sides  and  accommodation  might  be 
possible.  But  Russia,  in  the  opinion  of  its  communist  dic- 
tators, is  more  than  a  great  power;  it  is  the  head  of  an 
international  crusade  for  universal  communism.  When  non- 
communists  add  to  this  fact  the  further  fact  that  the  same 
communist  dictators  permit  absolutely  no  popular  discussion 
in  Russia  of  the  road  to  peace  on  the  basis  of  facts  accurately 
stated,  we  have  a  situation  in  which  the  conventional  tactics 
and  programs  of  peace  lovers  are  gravely  inadequate.  Our 
government  could  be  as  wise  as  the  serpent  and  as  harmless 
as  the  dove  (which  it  is  not) ;  its  motives  could  be  as  pure 
as  the  driven  snow;  its  love  of  peace  equal  to  that  of  Gandhi; 
and  the  communist  dictatorship  in  its  present  frame  of  mind 
would  never  believe  it.  It  would  see  only  one  road  to  peace 
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and  that  the  road  of  surrender  to  communist  power.  The 
struggle  to  avert  the  third  world  war  is  not  helped  by  the 
failure  of  so  many  good  people  in  America  to  recognize 
that  the  primary  difficulty  is  not  the  usual  rivalry  for  power 
between  great  nations,  important  as  that  is,  but  the  relentless 
drive  for  the  supremacy  of  communism  as  a  secular  religion, 
degraded  in  practice  to  a  struggle  for  universal  power  by  the 
communist  elite  of  the  U.S.S.R.58 

From  his  extremely  pessimistic  evaluation  of  the  Soviet  dic- 
tatorship, it  would  appear  that  Thomas  virtually  accepted  the 
inevitable  necessity  of  war  with  Stalin's  Russia.  Indeed,  it  seems 
hard  to  imagine  how  so  logical  a  mind  could  escape  this  con- 
clusion. Nevertheless,  this  is  definitely  not  the  conclusion  which 
he  drew.  He  never  ceased  to  argue  that  war  could  and  should 
be  averted. 

In  the  Khrushchev  era  Thomas  has  become  somewhat  less 
pessimistic  about  the  Soviet  Union  and,  perhaps,  more  con- 
vinced that,  if  the  United  States  pursues  a  wise  foreign  policy, 
peace  can  be  maintained.  "Khrushchev's  denunciation  of  Stalin's 
crimes,"  Thomas  points  out  in  his  The  Prerequisites  for  Peace, 
"let  loose  forces  which  he  has  not  the  power,  whatever  his 
desire,  entirely  to  force  back  into  the  grim  restrictions  of  Stalin- 
ism." 59  Thomas  is  not  "persuaded  of  any  likelihood  of  revolu- 
tion in  Russia,"  but  he  is  convinced  that  "an  evolutionary 
process  has  begun."  m  Even  a  Communist  society  cannot  escape 
social  change,  he  reasons: 

The  assertion  that  "you  can't  trust  Russia"  too  glibly  denies 
possibilities  of  evolutionary  change  from  which  official  com- 
munism cannot  be  exempt,  however  zealously  it  may  pro- 
claim its  unchanging  devotion  to  Marxist  Leninism.  Neither 
Marx  nor  Lenin,  nor  even  Stalin,  could  foresee  what  nu- 
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clear  warfare  could  mean.  Certainly  it  is  far  more  reasonable 
to  assume  that  Russians,  including  their  dictators,  will  share 
our  common  desire  for  living  than  to  assume  that  their  talk 
of  coexistence  is  wholly  fraudulent  from  beginning  to  end.61 

Thomas  predicts  state  capitalism  for  both  the  United  States 
and  the  Soviet  Union  by  1980.  "The  truth  is,"  he  maintains, 
"that  the  facts  of  life  are  steadily  diminishing  the  economic 
gulf  between  capitalism  and  Communism  as  both  are  practiced. 
Neither  is  true  to  the  theory  or  the  faith  of  its  fathers."  62 

The  crux  of  his  case  for  peace  is  that  conflict  between  the 
United  States  and  the  Soviet  Union  is  inevitable  and  even 
desirable  but  that  it  does  not  have  to  be  and  must  not  be,  for 
the  sake  of  all  mankind,  on  the  level  of  military  warfare.  As- 
suming— or  perhaps,  more  accurately,  hoping — that  war  with 
Russia  is  not  inevitable,  he  has  formulated  a  rather  detailed 
program  that  is  calculated  to  avoid  it. 

"Our  present  lifeline  to  .  .  .  peace,"  he  suggests,  "is  woven 
of  four  strands:  disarmament  down  to  a  police  level  for  pre- 
serving order  within  states  and  between  states;  disengagement 
at  the  points  of  the  world's  tensions;  the  strengthening  of  the 
U.N.  as  a  guarantor  of  peace;  and  a  cooperative  effort  in  the 
holy  war  against  desperate  poverty."63  This  program  would 
ideally  be  accomplished  in  the  setting  of  a  more  positive  Amer- 
ican foreign  policy.  Instead  of  putting  the  stress  on  negative 
opposition  to  what  Russia  proposes,  the  emphasis  would  be  on 
the  promotion  of  democracy  both  abroad  and  at  home.  It  would 
mean  the  abandonment  of  racial  discrimination  at  home,  which, 
he  points  out,  does  incalculable  damage  to  America's  world 
prestige.  It  would  also  involve  the  termination  of  the  "Ameri- 
can application  of  the  adjective  free  to  every  and  any  non-Com- 
munist nation."64  Thus,  in  his  judgment,  the  United  States 
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ought  to  oppose  unequivocally  dictatorships  of  the  Chiang  Kai- 
shek  and  Franco  varieties. 

Among  the  "four  strands"  of  his  agenda  for  peace,  Thomas 
has  probably  given  disarmament  the  most  detailed  and  extended 
analysis  in  his  writings  and  speeches.  The  need  for  disarma- 
ment has  never  been  so  compelling,  suggests  Thomas,  who 
speaks  as  one  who  has  been  involved  for  almost  a  half-century 
in  one  peace  cause  or  another.  He  is  deeply  concerned  that 
the  United  States  is  not  adjusting  its  foreign  policy  to  the 
realities  of  an  atomic  era,  in  which  war  might  well  mean  col- 
lective suicide  for  mankind,  and  is  greatly  apprehensive  that 
the  balance  of  terror  will  lead,  perhaps  by  accident,  to  a  new 
world  war  which  will  have  no  victor.  He  insists: 

In  this  nuclear  age  peace — at  least  in  the  sense  of  avoidance  of 
a  third  world  war — is  the  only  hope  of  life  for  generations  yet 
unborn.  The  indefinite  continuance  of  the  Cold  War  is  at 
this  present  time  a  terribly  costly  failure  in  terms  of  its  own 
avowed  purpose.  It  is  not  containing,  much  less  overcoming 
Communism.65 

Disarmament  along  the  lines  which  Thomas  envisions  would 
include :  "the  absolute  prohibition  of  the  manufacture  of  weap- 
ons of  mass  destruction";  "the  reduction  of  all  armed  forces  and 
all  armaments  within  each  nation  down  to  a  police  level";  the 
demilitarization  of  .  .  .  narrow  waterways  ...  as  well  as  .  .  . 
island  bases";  "the  universal  abolition  of  peacetime  military 
conscription";  and  "an  effective  international  police  force  .  .  . 
which  should  be  recruited  by  voluntary  enlistment  from  the 
smaller  nations."66 

In  answer  to  the  assertion  that  the  Soviet  government  would 
never  consent  to  such  a  disarmament  program,  Thomas  points 
out  that  Russia  has  an  alleged  interest  in  disarmament,  dating 
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back  to  the  era  of  the  League  of  Nations;  that  the  rulers  of 
Russia  are  realistic  enough  to  be  receptive  to  arguments  con- 
cerning the  mutual  destructiveness  inherent  in  the  present  arms 
race;  that,  because  of  their  assumed  role  as  the  great  friends 
of  peace,  they  will  not  reject  flatly  realistic  disarmament  pro- 
posals; and  that  the  more  genuine  and  the  more  effective 
America  makes  its  disarmament  proposals,  the  harder  it  will 
be  for  Russian  leaders  to  convince  their  people  to  make  the 
sacrifices  in  their  standard  of  living  which  are  required  by  huge 
armament  expenditures.  Thomas  realizes  fully  that  in  the  years 
since  World  War  II  negotiating  with  the  Russians  about  dis- 
armament has  been  a  tortuous  process,  but  he  maintains  that 
Americans,  as  well  as  Russians,  must  bear  a  responsibility  for 
the  perpetuation  of  the  arms  race.  To  him,  it  seems  absolutely 
imperative,  no  matter  how  great  and  difficult  the  obstacles, 
that  the  United  States  continue  to  work  unceasingly  and 
vigorously  toward  the  goal  of  achieving  universal  disarmament. 
As  of  i960,  he  had  come  to  feel  so  strongly  about  the  necessity 
of  ending  the  arms  race  that,  personally,  he  was  even  inclined 
toward  Bertrand  Russell's  advocacy  of  unilateral  disarmament. 
Considering  his  role  as  a  political  leader,  however,  he  does  not 
want  to  become  a  public  advocate  of  this  position.  Also,  he 
doubtless  feels  that  universal  disarmament  is  the  only  kind  of 
disarmament  that  the  American  people  can  possibly  be  per- 
suaded to  accept. 

The  second  element  in  his  program  for  peace  would  be  "dis- 
engagement at  the  points  of  the  world's  tensions."  As  Thomas 
conceives  it,  disengagement  involves:  "(1)  A  phased  with- 
drawal of  armed  forces  from  a  defined  area  to  create  a  militarily 
neutralized  belt  or  zone.  The  objective  should  be  the  ultimate 
recall  of  all  troops  (except  those  in  a  U.N.  police  force)  to 
posts  within  their  national  boundaries.  At  this  point  disengage- 
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ment  must  go  hand  in  hand  with  disarmament.  (2)  With- 
drawal from,  or  at  least  critical  clarification  of  our  national 
commitments  to  intervene  in  other  nations'  wars." 6T 

The  successful  application  of  the  principle  of  "demilitariza- 
tion" in  Austria  provides  real  hope,  he  maintains,  that  dis- 
engagement can  be  one  of  the  avenues  for  avoiding  a  third 
world  war.68  Moreover,  in  The  Prerequisites  for  Peace,  he  pre- 
sents detailed  suggestions  as  to  how  disengagement  might  serve 
that  end  in  the  Far  East,  Middle  East,  and  Middle  Europe. 

In  his  thinking  about  the  need  for  a  strengthened  United 
Nations,  the  third  item  in  his  agenda  for  peace,  Thomas  relies 
heavily  on  World  Peace  through  World  Law  (1958),  by  Gren- 
ville  Clark  and  Louis  Sohn.  In  line  with  their  reasoning,  he 
"would  abolish  the  Security  Council  and  substitute  for  it  an 
Executive  Committee  of  a  strengthened  General  Assembly."  69 
The  number  of  representatives  and  voting  strength  allotted 
to  each  nation  in  this  redesigned  General  Assembly  would  be 
geared  to  population  rather  than  having  the  present  arrange- 
ment wherein  each  nation  has  one  vote.  This  present  situation 
is  absurd,  Thomas  argues,  since  it  does  not  take  into  con- 
sideration the  tremendous  variations  in  the  number  of  in- 
habitants of  the  countries  of  the  world.  Among  the  many 
proposals  for  altering  the  U.N.  that  Thomas  is  inclined  to 
accept,  he  seems  to  regard  the  creation  "of  an  effective  system 
of  enforceable  world  law  in  the  limited  field  of  war  prevention" 
— in  the  words  of  Clark  and  Sohn — as  the  most  necessary 
reform.70  Consequently,  he  argues  for  the  establishment  of  an 
international  court  of  justice,  a  world  equity  tribunal,  and  a 
world  conciliation  board  as  "principal  organs"  of  the  U.N.71 

Quite  naturally,  Thomas  views  the  conquest  of  world  poverty, 
the  fourth  and  last  of  his  prerequisites  for  peace,  in  a  socialist 
frame  of  reference:  "In  this  field,  like  it  or  not,  we  all  have 
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to  be  socialists."  72  As  he  sees  it,  the  desperate  economic  prob- 
lems of  underdeveloped  societies  cannot  be  solved  as  a 

consequence  of  competitive  struggle  for  private  profit  in  a 
world  of  fantastically  disparate  nations  all  claiming  absolute 
sovereignty  over  their  people.  Planning,  and  what's  more 
international  planning,  is  absolutely  essential.  The  farther 
we  move  into  a  world  where  only  complex  scientific  processes 
can  supply  us  with  energy  and  resources  essential  to  a  decent 
life,  the  more  essential  correlated  planning  will  be.  Its  over- 
riding principle  must  be  socialist,  that  is  the  dominance  of 
production  for  use  in  order  that  men  may  be  served  by  things 
rather  than  mastered  by  them.73 

To  implement  the  conquest  of  world  poverty,  he  favors  the 
establishment  of  a  world  development  authority  as  an  agency  of 
the  United  Nations.  In  his  judgment,  co-operation  between 
nations  as  the  guiding  ideal  of  this  agency  is  so  important  that, 
in  accordance  with  their  ability  to  pay,  all  nations — even  small 
and  poor  ones — should  be  expected  to  make  contributions  to 
the  improvement  of  the  world's  standard  of  living. 

"A  Fellowship  of  Free  Men" 

Through  the  years,  Norman  Thomas  has  done  considerable 
speaking,  writing,  and  thinking  about  elusive  and  variously 
defined — yet  vitally  important— concepts  such  as  freedom,  lib- 
erty, and  democracy.  His  thought  has  consistently  revealed  a 
democratic  bias,  frankly  and  eloquently  attested  to  in  the  fol- 
lowing passage  from  America's  Way  Out: 

There  is  still  a  magnificent  challenge  in  the  democratic 
theory  at  its  best:  the  theory  that  the  good  life  is  for  all 
men,  that  there  must  be  equality  of  opportunity,  that  the 
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world  in  which  we  must  live  and  work  together  should  be 
managed  as  a  fellowship  in  which  free  men  have  the  voice 
of  citizens  rather  than  subjects.  .  .  .  What  the  Hebrew  hoped 
for  the  chosen  people,  and  the  Greek  for  the  free  minority 
of  his  city  state,  democracy  hopes  for  man.  And  though 
the  name,  under  whose  spell  so  much  blood  has  been  spilt, 
has  lost  some  of  its  luster  and  no  longer  stirs  the  heart  as 
it  once  did,  it  still  stands  for  the  ideal  of  government  of  the 
people,  by  the  people,  and  for  the  people,  which  rightly  in- 
terpreted is  our  best  hope  of  liberty  and  peace.74 

Certainly,  these  words  give  expression  to  a  deep,  passionate 
attachment  to  the  democratic  ideal.  Yet,  during  the  thirty 
years  since  they  were  written,  his  affirmation  of  the  democratic 
faith  has  become  even  more  positive. 

For  example,  in  his  earlier  works,  he  identifies  himself  as  a 
"socialist."  In  his  later  works,  more  often  than  not,  he  refers  to 
himself  as  a  "democratic  socialist."  It  is  not  so  much  that  he  has 
become  more  democratic  in  his  actual  thinking;  rather  it  is 
that  he  has  become  more  self-consciously  democratic.  How 
can  this  fact  be  explained?  It  relates  basically  to  the  profound 
impact  that  the  development  of  Fascist  and  Communist  totali- 
tarianism— especially  the  latter — has  had  upon  his  social 
philosophy.  Although,  even  during  the  early  nineteen  thirties, 
he  was  initially  extremely  critical  of  many  dictatorial  and 
antidemocratic  aspects  of  the  Communist  philosophy  and  Rus- 
sian society,  he  still  hoped  that  ultimate  good  would  come 
from  the  Soviet  experiment.  A  series  of  events  shattered  all 
of  his  illusions,  however.  As  indicated  earlier,  the  most  signifi- 
cant of  these  were:  the  famous  "purge  trials"  from  1936  through 
1938,  his  visits  to  Russia  and  Spain  in  1937,  and,  finally,  the 
Nazi-Communist  agreements  of  1939. 

During  the  Stalin  era,  Thomas  used  his  powerful  pen  and 
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speech  to  expose  and  denounce — with  the  bitterness  which 
characterizes  one  who  has  lost  a  dream — the  ugly  realities  of 
Russian  totalitarianism.  "In  action,"  he  wrote  in  1951,  "com- 
munism has  earned  Ignazio  Silone's  characterization  of  it  as 
'Red  Fascism.'  The  dictatorship  in  the  Kremlin  pioneered  in 
every  crime  except  racism  which  fascism  and  Nazism  prac- 
ticed." 7o  While  still  incessant,  his  criticisms  of  the  Soviet  gov- 
ernment have  become  more  restrained  since  Khrushchev  has 
been  at  its  head. 

Nevertheless,  the  fact  of  Russian  communism,  so  often 
equated  with  socialism,  has  imposed  upon  Mr.  Thomas  the 
intellectual  burden  of  distinguishing  between  socialism  and 
communism.  To  him,  of  course,  socialism  represents  a  ful- 
fillment of  democracy;  while  communism  represents  the  antith- 
esis of  democracy.  He  warns  that  "modern  socialists  .  .  .  have 
to  remember  that  before  our  eyes  total  collectivism  in  Russia" 
has  become  "total  tyranny."  76  He  readily  admits  that  twentieth- 
century  totalitarianism  makes  it  imperative  for  those  who 
believe  in  democratic  socialism  to  do  some  serious  thinking 
about  the  meaning  of  democracy. 

Democracy  as  Norman  Thomas  conceives  it  is  conspicuous 
by  its  absence  in  Russia  and  is  found  in  much  less  than  perfect 
form  in  the  United  States.  He  is  one  socialist  who  makes  it 
perfectly  clear,  however,  that  he  prefers  American  capitalism 
— with  the  grave  shortcomings  that  he  finds  in  it— to  commu- 
nism as  practiced  in  Russia.  To  America  he  still  looks  with 
the  hope  that  it  may  improve  and  enrich  its  democracy,  and 
he  adheres  to  "the  American  ideal  of  democracy  as  government 
of  the  people,  by  the  people,  and  for  the  people.  In  modern  usage 
a  government  may  be  called  democratic  in  which  the  ultimate 
power  is  in  the  hands  of  the  people  rather  than  of  any  one  class 
or  any  sort  of  elite."  7T 

He  objects  to  attempts  to  justify  democracy  on  the  grounds 
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that  it  is  sanctioned  by  the  natural  order  of  things  or  that  "the 
voice  of  the  people  is  the  Voice  of  God."  78  These  contentions 
are  not  supported  by  science  or  reason,  he  maintains.  He  also 
argues  that  democracy  must  be  defended  on  grounds  more  pos- 
itive than  those  which  assert  that  counting  noses  is  better  than 
breaking  heads  and  suggests  the  following:  "(i)  It  is  the  way 
of  life  that  best  conforms  to  what  men  ought  to  be  and  do;  what 
at  their  best  they  want  to  be  and  do.  (2)  In  practice,  with  all 
of  its  imperfections,  it  has  provided  better  government  than  any 
substitute  for  it.  (3)  By  its  nature  it  permits  its  own  improve- 
ment."79 

When  Norman  Thomas  surveys  America  with  respect  to  a 
cardinal  feature  of  any  democratic  society,  that  is,  the  situation 
concerning  civil  liberties,  he  arrives  at  the  conclusion  that 
there  exist  here  five  "outstanding  problems  of  freedom."  80  First, 
there  is  the  problem  which  relates  to  the  treatment  of  minority 
groups  in  American  society.  While  recognizing  many  limita- 
tions to  legalistic  solutions,  he,  nevertheless,  favors  the  enact- 
ment of  civil  rights  legislation,  including  a  federal  fair  employ- 
ment practices  act.  He  feels  that  a  government  should  be 
ahead  of  its  people  on  such  matters  and  that  the  experience  of 
individual  states  in  the  use  of  this  approach  has  been  encour- 
aging. 

Second,  in  this  age  of  mass  communication,  means  must  be 
developed  for  insuring  the  individual  citizen  prompt  access  to 
accurate  knowledge.  To  be  more  explicit,  American  newspapers, 
magazines,  radio  stations,  and  television  stations  are  not  pre- 
senting many  of  the  basic  issues  of  the  day  with  the  fairness 
and  impartiality  that  is  necessary  for  the  health  of  a  democratic 
society.  Concerning  the  solution  to  this  problem,  Thomas 
argues  emphatically  against  government  ownership  of  major 
means  of  communication.  His  proposals,  which  are  not  espe- 
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cially  novel,  are  that  the  press  should  establish  an  organiza- 
tion of  its  own  for  the  specific  purpose  of  improving  its  stand- 
ards and  that  radio  and  television  stations  should  be  required 
by  the  Federal  Communications  Commission  to  set  aside  a 
specified  amount  of  time  for  presenting  issues,  with  stress 
upon  a  variety  of  opinions. 

Third,  the  fact  that  organized  labor  is  now  such  a  power- 
ful factor  in  contemporary  American  society  poses  new  prob- 
lems in  the  realm  of  civil  liberties.  Thomas  argues  that  labor 
should  retain  all  of  the  gains  that  it  made  under  the  New 
Deal.  On  the  other  hand,  he  maintains  that  it  would  be  to 
the  best  interests  of  society  and  of  the  individual  members  of 
unions  for  the  government  to  require  each  labor  organization 
to  grant  to  its  membership  a  bill  of  rights.  Such  a  bill  would 
include  the  right  to  union  membership  without  respect  to 
race,  creed,  or  nationality,  the  right  to  be  protected  from  un- 
reasonable membership  fees,  the  right  to  clearly  defined  dis- 
ciplinary procedures;  and  the  right  to  accurate  statements  re- 
garding the  union's  financial  condition. 

Fourth,  there  is  the  problem  of  the  specific  degree  of  civil 
liberty  to  permit  to  groups,  such  as  the  Fascists  and  Com- 
munists, that  are  dedicated  to  the  destruction  of  democracy. 
Thomas  suggests  that  the  problem  is  made  more  difficult  by 
the  fact  that  the  Communists,  for  instance,  do  not  operate 
within  the  American  radical  traditions.  Other  radical  groups, 
he  points  out,  have  publicly  and  proudly  announced  their  be- 
liefs and  intentions,  but  the  Communists  tend  to  function 
covertly.  With  reluctance,  he  admits  that  the  old  formula  of 
punishing  people  only  on  the  basis  of  overt  acts  does  not  work 
with  covert  organizations;  therefore,  he  accepts  the  necessity 
of  specific  legislation  designed  to  protect  the  nation  from  those 
groups  which  are  a  real  threat  to  its  security.  He  warns,  how- 
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ever,  that  this  legislation  must  be  formulated  with  extreme 
care  so  that  it  does  not  endanger  American  democracy  more 
than  the  evil  with  which  it  attempts  to  deal.  In  speeches  and 
in  writing,  he  repeatedly  cautioned  against  "burning  down  the 
barn  in  order  to  destroy  the  rats."  81 

To  bring  home  this  point,  among  others,  he  wrote  The  Test 
of  Freedom  during  the  height  of  McCarthyism.  His  general 
position  was  to  regard  "McCarthyism  as  a  bad  skin  disease 
rather  than  a  cancer,"  82  and  subsequent  years  have  tended  to 
justify  his  conclusion. 

Thomas'  reactions  to  the  post- World  War  II  crisis  were 
deeply  influenced  by  the  thought  of  his  long-term  friend 
Sidney  Hook.  In  Heresy,  Yes — Conspiracy,  No,  a  book  dedi- 
cated to  Norman  Thomas,  philosopher  Hook  carefully  distin- 
guished between  the  heretic  and  the  conspirator.  Thomas 
wholeheartedly  accepted  Hook's  reasoning  that  the  heretic  or 
the  dissenter  may  be  a  person  who  embraces  and  openly  ad- 
vocates points  of  view  which  are  radically  different  from  those 
held  by  his  fellow  citizens  but  who  accepts  the  framework 
of  a  democratic  society  and  abides  by  its  rules,  even  as  he 
attempts  to  persuade  others  of  his  philosophy.  Therefore,  he 
should  be  restricted  in  the  exercise  of  his  basic  civil  liberties 
no  more  than  his  more  conventional  fellow  citizens.  On  the 
other  hand,  conspirators  are  those  persons  who  are  willing  to 
subvert  the  democratic  process  to  accomplish  their  ends  and 
thus  must  be  dealt  with  more  rigorously. 

Thomas  is  completely  convinced,  after  long  years  of  first- 
hand experience,  that  Communists  must  be  regarded  as  con- 
spirators. "Within  the  party  and  for  its  supporters,"  he  main- 
tains, "there  is  but  one  great  commandment,  laid  down  by 
Lenin  himself:  Thou  shah  believe  what  the  Party  tells  you 
and  do  whatsoever  is  necessary  in  the  judgment  of  the  Party 


Plenty,  Peace,  and  Freedom  291 

to  advance  its  interests.  Every  change  of  line,  every  lie  or  deceit 
or  act  of  violence  thus  commanded,  is  right  and  holy." 83 
Thomas  has  been  bitterly  impatient  with  the  inability  of  many 
liberals  to  come  to  grips  with  the  totalitarian  nature  of  com- 
munism. "They  may  have  been  finally  and  reluctantly  per- 
suaded of  Alger  Hiss's  guilt,  but  they  cannot  forgive  Whit- 
taker  Chambers,"  Thomas  observes  wryly.84 

Despite  his  insistence  upon  the  conspiratorial  nature  of  com- 
munism, Thomas  is  opposed  to  the  outlawing  of  the  Com- 
munist party  and  is  vigorously  critical  of  the  Smith  Act  of 
1940  and  the  McCarran  Internal  Security  Act  of  1950,  both 
of  which  he  regards  as  repressive  and  unwise.  His  own  in- 
clination is  to  say  that,  insofar  as  laws  are  necessary  to  deal 
with  conspiracy,  prohibition  should  be  limited  to  the  follow- 
ing activities: 

1.  Teaching,  by  an  individual  or  a  group,  of  methods  of 
espionage  or  of  sabotage  of  security  operations.  .  .  . 

2.  The  advocacy  or  actual  formation  of  a  private,  secret 
or  semisecret  military  body.  .  .  . 

3.  Advocacy  by  an  individual,  or  a  conspiratorial  group, 
of  specific  illegal  acts  of  force  and  violence  immediately 
directed  to  the  overthrow  of  government  on  any  level.  .  .  .85 

The  fifth  central  problem  of  liberty  to  which  Thomas  directs 
his  attention  is  the  existence  of  a  powerful  church,  namely, 
the  Roman  Catholic,  which  attempts  to  impose  its  standards 
of  morality  not  only  upon  its  membership  but  also  upon  the 
rest  of  society.  This  problem  constitutes  another  in  the  realm 
of  civil  liberties.  Thomas  grants  the  right  of  a  church  to  pro- 
hibit birth  control  and  divorce  to  its  membership  but  denies 
its  right  to  pressure  for  legislation  whereby  nonmembers  will 
have  to  conform  to  its  moral  views.  Similarly,  he  believes  that 
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Catholics  ought  to  be  allowed  to  educate  their  children  in 
church  schools,  if  they  so  desire,  but  he  does  not  believe  that 
public  funds  should  be  used  to  support  this  type  of  segregation 
in  education. 

Thomas'  advocacy  of  the  democratic  faith  appears  so  un- 
equivocal that  one  is  warranted  in  drawing  the  conclusion  that, 
if  he  decided,  as  others  have,  that  socialism  and  democracy 
were  incompatible,  he  would  abandon  socialism.  He  writes: 

For  the  believer  in  the  dignity  of  the  individual,  there  is 
only  one  standard  by  which  to  judge  a  given  society  and 
that  is  the  degree  to  which  it  approaches  the  ideal  of  a  fellow- 
ship of  free  men.  Unless  one  can  believe  in  the  practicability 
of  some  sort  of  anarchy,  or  find  evidence  that  there  exists  a 
superior  and  recognizable  governing  caste  to  which  men 
should  by  nature  cheerfully  submit,  there  is  no  approach 
to  a  good  society  save  by  democracy.  The  alternative  is 
tyranny.86 

No  final  verdict  can  be  passed  on  the  social  philosophy  of  a 
man  who  is  still  actively  engaged  in  the  business  of  living. 
With  the  more  perfect  perspective  which  only  time  brings, 
future  historians  of  the  American  mind  will  treat  as  they  see 
fit  the  social  philosophy  of  Norman  Thomas.  Nevertheless, 
even  at  this  early  date,  certain  generalizations  about  his  thought 
appear  to  be  valid. 

To  begin  with,  Mr.  Thomas  is  not  a  strikingly  original  or 
creative  thinker;  he  is  not  a  Karl  Marx  or  a  John  Dewey. 
Yet  the  quality  of  his  thought  and  the  depth  of  his  learning 
far  surpass  those  of  the  average  American  political  leader 
and  compare  favorably  with  the  best  that  is  being  produced 
in  American  universities.  While  being  steadfastly  socialistic, 
his  thinking  has  not  been  characterized  by  rigidity.  He  has 
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consistently  been  willing  to  consider  new  currents  in  economics, 
sociology,  political  science,  and  psychology. 

The  social  philosophy  of  Norman  Thomas  appears  to  ema- 
nate from  two  important  branches  of  American  democratic 
thought:  radicalism  and  liberalism.  In  fact,  it  is  not  clear 
whether  his  thought  has  developed  more  along  liberal  lines 
or  along  radical  ones,  but  there  is  no  doubt  that  his  position  is 
distinctly  American  and  decidedly  democratic.  The  key  values 
of  American  liberalism  have  been  incorporated  into  the  social- 
ist thought  of  Norman  Thomas.  The  philosophy  of  Amer- 
ica's leading  socialist  bears  testimony,  just  as  do  his  political 
activities,  to  the  marginal  nature  of  his  role  in  American 
political  life.  In  thought  and  action,  he  has  bridged  the  worlds 
of  liberalism  and  radicalism. 


Chapter  IX 


I  i 


Successful  Failure' 


Probably  the  most  significant — and  certainly  the  most  glaring 
— fact  revealed  in  the  course  of  this  study  was  Norman  Thomas' 
conspicuous  lack  of  success  in  holding  his  party  together.  How 
can  this  failure  be  accounted  for?  Louis  Waldman  proposed 
an  answer  in  his  autobiography,  Labor  Lawyer: 

Looking  back  over  the  decade  of  struggle  which  had  taken 
place  within  the  ranks  of  the  Socialist  Party,  I  find  that  it 
was  the  character  of  the  Socialist  leadership  rather  than  the 
spirit  of  the  times  which  was  responsible  for  its  decline. 
Responsibility  for  this  decline  must  rest  on  the  shoulders  of 
Norman  Thomas  under  whose  leadership  the  party  received 
its  widest  support  and  under  whom  it  has  come  to  its  present 
straits.1 

Waldman  was  hardly  an  objective  observer,  but  it  is  undoubt- 
edly true  that  other  old-guard  partisans  shared  his  view.  Vir- 
tually no  serious  and  unbiased  students  of  the  American  social- 
ist movement,  however,  would  accept  Waldman's  verdict.  On 
the  other  hand,  few  observers  of  the  American  radical  scene 
have  evaluated  Thomas  as  a  master  in  the  art  of  practical 
politics.  Many  serious  criticisms  have  been  leveled  at  him  as  a 
party  leader. 

294 
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Criticisms:  Just  and  Unjust 

Some  of  Thomas'  alleged  shortcomings  as  a  political  leader 
have  been  explained  on  a  personality  basis.  In  The  Story  of  the 
CIO,  Benjamin  Stolberg  suggested  that  Thomas  was  "well- 
meaning"  but  that  he  was  "temperamentally"  incapable  of 
giving  "cohesion  to  a  movement."  2  There  is  some  evidence  to 
support  this  conclusion  in  his  behavior  concerning  the  labor- 
party  issue  during  the  years  following  the  1936  convention  of 
the  Socialist  party.  During  that  period  he  seemed  to  waver  be- 
tween opposition  to  affiliation  with  a  labor  party  and  vigorous 
support  of  the  idea.  Such  behavior  has  been  explained  on  the 
basis  that  Thomas  is  easily  influenced  by  the  opinions  of  those 
around  him.  Indeed,  in  some  situations  it  would  appear  that 
he  was  unable  to  assert  vigorous  leadership  within  his  party 
because  of  his  personality.  In  the  midst  of  the  old  guard- 
militant  controversy,  the  New  Yorl^  Times  commented  that 
Thomas'  position  reminded  that  newspaper's  editorial  staff  of 
a  French  political  leader  who  had  said:  "I  must  follow  them, 
since  I  am  their  chief."  3  One  close  observer  of  Thomas'  political 
career  suggests  that  the  Socialist  leader  has  been  very  receptive 
to  the  influence  of  others  because  he  has  usually,  and  frequently 
mistakenly,  assumed  that  the  integrity  and  honesty  of  other 
people  equal  his  own.  Thomas'  tendency  to  endow  men  with 
his  own  virtues  enabled  cynical  and  unscrupulous  party  mem- 
bers to  manipulate  him  into  unwise  positions,  this  observer 
argues. 

Thomas'  impossible  dream  of  an  all-inclusive  Socialist  party 
can  be  partly  explained  in  terms  of  his  overabundant  faith  in 
his  fellow  men.  One  can  easily  understand  his  desire  to  weld 
America's  homeless  radicals,  including  former  Communists 
who  had  taken  various  political  paths  after  terminating  their 
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affiliation,  into  one  vigorous  political  organization.  But  his 
failure  to  realize,  after  years  of  intimate  association  with  politi- 
cal radicals,  that  such  a  move  could  only  lead  to  bedlam  within 
the  Socialist  party  was  indicative  of  some  lack  of  political 
shrewdness. 

Thomas'  vigorous  support  of  the  Declaration  of  Principles 
appears  to  have  been  a  major  mistake,  for  the  sentiments  ex- 
pressed in  and  the  language  of  that  document  could  not  have 
had  much  appeal  for  the  average  American,  even  during  the 
dark  days  of  the  depression.  They  were  more  likely  to  alienate 
him  from  socialism  than  to  draw  him  to  it.  Indeed,  the  declara- 
tion was  not  in  keeping  with  Thomas'  own  outlook  at  the 
time.  He  never  felt  the  contempt  for  American  democracy 
that  permeated  it.  Even  at  the  risk  of  alienating  some  of  his 
youthful  followers,  he  should  have  proposed  a  compromise 
resolution,  perhaps  expressing  the  basic  ideas  of  the  Declara- 
tion of  Principles  in  less  bellicose  language. 

Moreover,  Thomas  erred  gravely  during  this  period  by  over- 
estimating the  degree  to  which  the  old  guard  was  hamstring- 
ing the  Socialist  party  and  underestimating  the  magnitude  of 
the  losses  that  would  be  involved  in  the  old  guard's  departure. 
Had  Thomas  been  more  interested  in  holding  the  party  to- 
gether and  less  determined  to  wrest  control  from  the  old 
guard,  he  might  conceivably  have  avoided  an  outright  split. 
In  March,  1935,  after  the  controversy  had  been  raging  for  al- 
most a  year,  so  that  its  disastrous  implications  should  have  been 
clear  to  Thomas,  some  good  counsel  was  extended  to  him  in 
a  letter  by  Daniel  W.  Hoan,  who  was  then  Socialist  mayor  of 
Milwaukee,  Wisconsin.  Hoan  advised: 

.  .  .  There  is  only  one  way  you  can  help  to  heal  this  breach 
in  New  York  at  the  present  time.  It  is  for  you  to  send  word 
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that  will  be  generally  spread  among  the  New  York  com- 
rades .  .  .  that  you  are  washing  your  hands  of  the  entire 
controversy;  that  the  leaders  of  both  sides  have  gone  to  such 
extremes  in  their  exaggerations  and  conduct  that  they  have 
made  the  New  York  local  the  laughing  stock  of  sincere  So- 
cialists all  over  the  nation;  and  that  you  are  withdrawing  en- 
tirely from  listening  to  details  and  tales  of  woes  from  either 
side  until  New  York  sees  fit  to  put  its  house  in  order.  .  .  . 
Your  big-heartedness  has  permitted  you  to  lend  advice 
here  and  there  in  the  past.  It  has  not  helped  to  prevent  this 
factionalism.4 

Either  Thomas  did  not  see  fit  to  heed  these  frank  words,  or  he 
felt  that  it  was  already  too  late  for  this  course.  Hoan  had  the 
perspective  of  a  successful  and  practical  politician  who  was 
functioning  in  the  real  political  world,  a  perspective  which 
Thomas  did  not  share  or,  in  all  probability,  only  vaguely  under- 
stood. 

In  later  years  Thomas  was  to  regret  his  support  of  the 
Declaration  of  Principles  in  the  form  in  which  it  was  written. 
In  1 961  his  political  outlook  is  much  more  in  harmony  with 
old-guard  pronouncements  of  the  1930's  than  with  those  issued 
by  the  militants.  In  fact,  at  the  1948  National  Convention  of 
the  Socialist  party,  at  Reading,  Pennsylvania,  an  ardent  pacifist 
minority  proposed  that  the  party  adopt  an  inflammatory  state- 
ment, in  some  ways  similar  to  the  Declaration  of  Principles,  of 
the  action  it  would  take  in  the  event  of  another  war.  After  this 
proposal  had  been  made,  Thomas  took  the  floor  and  frankly 
told  the  delegates  that  he  would  not  consent  to  be  the  party's 
standard-bearer  if  such  a  resolution  were  adopted  by  the  con- 
vention. 

Daniel  Bell,  in  his  "The  Background  and  Development  of 
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Marxian  Socialism  in  the  United  States,"  makes  a  serious  criti- 
cism of  Thomas  as  a  party  leader  on  the  ground  that  "he 
strikingly  distrusted  his  own  generation  and  surrounded  him- 
self almost  entirely  with  younger  men  who  stood  in  an  admiring 
and  uncritical  relation  to  him."  5  "This  need  for  youthful  sup- 
port," explained  Louis  Waldman,  "appeared  to  be  an  emotional 
necessity  for  him  and  he  did  not  have  the  strength  to  move 
against  a  prevailing  current."  Waldman  added  that  Thomas 
apparently  needed  the  "adulation  and  enthusiasm"  of  his  youth- 
ful admirers  in  order  "to  sustain  him  in  the  hard  task  of  Social- 
ist leadership." 6  Did  Thomas  cater  unduly  to  the  younger 
people  in  the  party  during  the  1930's?  A  leader  among  the 
younger  Socialists  of  that  period,  who  later  broke  with  Thomas 
on  the  war  question,  argues  that  an  affirmative  answer  to  this 
question  is  not  justified.  He  contends  that  there  was  nothing 
deliberate  or  devious  about  Thomas'  close  relations  with  the 
youth  in  the  party.  It  was  Thomas'  own  natural  youthfulness, 
this  young  Socialist  maintains,  that  drew  the  young  people 
in  the  party  to  Thomas  and  him  to  them.  He  shared  with  the 
party's  youth  an  abundance  of  enthusiasm  for  the  Socialist 
cause  and  a  great  capacity  to  become  disturbed  over  injustice. 
Moreover,  this  former  militant  argues  that  Thomas'  relations 
with  persons  of  his  own  age  group  in  the  party  were  not  char- 
acterized by  any  special  difficulty  that  was  related  specifically 
to  the  matter  of  age. 

Probably  the  most  important  criticism  that  has  been  made 
of  Thomas  as  a  political  leader  is  that  he  is  lacking  in  organiza- 
tional abilities.  Numerous  former  Socialists  have  also  suggested 
that  he  is  impatient  with  the  slow  processes  of  organization.  A 
famous  American  crusader,  who  has  never  belonged  to  the 
Socialist  party  or  voted  for  Thomas  but  who  has  worked  with 
him  in  connection  with  various  causes  "continuously  and  in- 
timately" since  1917,  puts  forward  this  point  of  view: 
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As  a  writer  and  speaker  he  has  had  an  influence  far  outside 
the  Socialist  Party.  He  has  figured  primarily  not  as  an  ex- 
ponent of  socialist  principle,  but  as  a  critic  of  the  parties  in 
power  and  of  big  business.  His  outlook  is  essentially  a  critical 
one,  and  his  speeches  and  following  reflect  rather  the  opposi- 
tion to  government  policies  than  the  supporters  of  a  socialist 
program.  His  indignation  at  injustice  rises  easily,  and  it  is  in 
his  fight  for  justice  that  he  has  won  so  wide  a  regard.  He  has 
courage,  eloquence,  and  integrity. 

But  he  is  not  an  organization  man.  He  is  an  evangelist,  a 
crusader,  a  leader  of  dissenting  opinion,  who  acts  in  his  own 
name  and  right,  carrying  along  those  who  find  him  the 
expression  of  their  hopes  and  grievances.  That  he  has  been 
the  candidate  of  a  party  is  irrelevant;  the  party  was  Thomas. 
.  .  .  Being  that  kind  of  crusader,  personal  leadership  tran- 
scended party  organization.  ...  A  man  with  a  stronger 
sense  of  organization  could  have  done  better  with  the  Social- 
ist Party.  Thomas  tended  to  monopolize  leadership  and  to 
alienate  strong  characters,  surrounding  himself  with  ad- 
mirers, mostly  young.7 

More  specific  criticism  has  been  made  of  Thomas  with  respect 
to  his  organizational  abilities.  One  of  the  Socialist  party's  most 
prominent  members  during  the  1930's  and  1940's  believes  that 
Thomas  has  been  lacking  in  two  important  areas  as  an  or- 
ganizational leader.  He  suggests,  in  the  first  place,  that  Thomas 
was  rarely  able  to  discipline  his  followers  effectively.  This  ob- 
server explains  that  Thomas  found  the  business  of  giving  or- 
ders emotionally  distasteful,  and,  as  a  result,  the  Socialist  party 
under  his  leadership  seemed  almost  always  to  be  going  in 
several  different  directions  at  the  same  time.  Although  Thomas 
always  spoke  with  "conviction  and  earnestness,"  he  was  more 
like  a  "pleading  schoolteacher"  than  a  resolute  party  leader.8 
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Secondly,  this  Socialist  leader  maintains  that  Thomas  was 
never  very  effective  in  the  important  matter  of  fund-raising. 
He  contends  that  Thomas  was  much  less  than  adroit  at  ob- 
taining donations  from  the  few  well-to-do  members  and  friends 
of  the  party.  This  critic  suggests  that  Thomas  knew  little  of 
the  art  of  high-pressure  salesmanship.  He  does  not  hold  Thomas 
responsible  for  the  fact  that  the  Socialist  party  has  known  an 
almost  perpetual  state  of  financial  crisis  but  implies  that  a 
leader  with  more  fund-raising  talents  might  have  eased,  to 
some  degree,  the  financial  stresses  and  strains  that  have  plagued 
the  party. 

It  has  been  frequently  suggested  that  Thomas  was  able  to 
establish  rapport  with  university  and  middle-class  church  peo- 
ple but  not  with  the  majority  of  American  workers.  In  effect, 
it  has  been  alleged  that  Thomas  could  not  communicate  with 
workers  because  he  never  spoke  their  language,  in  the  literal 
and  figurative  sense.  But  this  viewpoint  has  been  reiterated 
much  more  often  than  it  has  been  proved.  Indeed,  Thomas 
has  addressed  countless  audiences  of  workers  and  has  been 
received  enthusiastically  by  them.  He  also  succeeded  in  estab- 
lishing good  rapport  with  working  people  during  his  minister- 
social  worker  days.  The  type  of  leader  who  invariably  appeals 
to  workers  has  not  yet  been  clearly  identified,  but  there  is  no 
evidence  to  indicate  that  workers  always  gravitate  to  leaders 
with  backgrounds  and  outlooks  similar  to  their  own.  That 
workers  frequently  identify  with  leaders  on  a  "higher"  socio- 
educational  plane  cannot  be  doubted.  Certainly,  American 
workers  did  not  find  Franklin  D.  Roosevelt  unappealing,  and 
in  terms  of  background  he  was  much  farther  removed  from 
American  workers  than  Norman  Thomas. 

Finally,  many  persons — ironically,  even  those  to  the  right 
of  him — criticize  Thomas  for  not  being  sufficiently  radical. 
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They  are  inclined  to  subscribe  to  Trotsky's  view  that  Norman 
Thomas  "called  himself  a  Socialist  as  a  result  of  misunder- 
standing." Those  who  berate  Thomas  for  his  lack  of  radicalism 
are  prone  to  suggest  that  he  should  more  properly  be  thought 
of  as  a  liberal  rather  than  as  a  socialist.  In  reflecting  on  "Thomas 
for  President?"  in  the  pages  of  Politics  (October,  1944),  Dwight 
MacDonald,  a  former  Trotskyite  who  then  considered  him- 
self a  socialist  and  militant  pacifist,  elaborated  this  type  of 
criticism: 

My  objection  to  Norman  Thomas  can  be  put  briefly:  he  is 
a  liberal,  not  a  socialist.  A  socialist,  as  I  use  the  term  anyway, 
is  one  who  has  taken  the  first  simple  step  at  least  of  break- 
ing with  present-day  bourgeois  society.  Despite  an  undoubt- 
edly sincere  personal  belief  in  socialism,  Norman  Thomas 
has  been  unable  either  intellectually  or  politically  to  take  this 
step.  His  role  has  always  been  that  of  left  opposition  within 
the  present  society,  the  fighting  crusader  in  small  matters 
(like  Hagueism  and  other  civil  liberty  issues)  and  the  timid 
conformist  in  big  matters  (like  the  present  war).  His  own 
campaign  material  describes  him  accurately  as  "America's 
Conscience."  It  seems  a  great  pity  that  Norman  Thomas  did 
not  become  the  editor  of  the  Nation  instead  of  succeeding 
Debs.  Both  the  Nation  and  the  Socialist  Party  would  have 
gained:  the  former  would  have  become  a  more  courageous 
and  significant  publication,  and  the  latter  would  have  had 
a  better  chance  to  develop  into  a  revolutionary  party.9 

Substantiating  his  evaluation  of  Thomas,  MacDonald  also 
presented  criticisms  that  were  somewhat  more  specific.  He 
castigated  Thomas  for  his  assumption  that  "Roosevelt  and 
others  in  power  are  honest  and  reasonable  men  trying  just  as 
earnestly  as  he  himself  to  work  out  things  for  the  best  interest 
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of  humanity." 10  From  MacDonald's  revolutionary  pacifist 
point  of  view,  Thomas'  attempt  to  keep  prowar  and  antiwar 
Socialists  in  the  same  party  was  deplorable  opportunism.  In 
effect,  he  charged  that  after  Pearl  Harbor  Thomas  straddled 
the  issue  of  whether  to  oppose  or  to  support  America's  partici- 
pation in  World  War  II.  On  a  less  important  level,  he  sug- 
gested that  Thomas'  participation  in  various  human-relations 
radio  programs  was  unbecoming  to  him  as  a  socialist  leader. 
Assuming  that  all  of  the  criticisms  just  reviewed  concerning 
Norman  Thomas  as  a  political  leader  were  valid,  which  they 
are  not,  do  these  alleged  weaknesses  explain  fundamentally 
the  almost  total  disintegration  that  the  American  Socialist 
party  has  known  in  recent  decades?  The  answer  to  this  ques- 
tion is,  emphatically,  no.  The  ironic  fact  is  that,  if  Thomas  had 
proved  to  be  a  more  able  negotiator  and  had  somehow  or  other 
warded  off  the  departure  of  the  old  guard,  there  is  no  evidence 
that  the  long-term  fate  of  the  Socialist  party  would  have  been 
significantly  different.  By  the  late  1930's  and  the  early  1940's, 
the  militants  and  even  those  Socialists  who  had  accepted  the 
outlook  of  the  ultraradical  Revolutionary  Policy  Committee 
were  flocking  to  the  New  Deal,  just  as  the  more  conservative 
members  of  the  old  guard  had  done  a  few  years  earlier. 

An  Array  of  Obstacles 

The  demise  of  the  Socialist  party  has  to  be  explained  basically 
in  terms  of  situations  that  were  largely  impossible  for  Thomas 
to  control.  For  purposes  of  analysis,  they  may  be  designated 
as  external  and  internal.  The  most  important  external  situa- 
tions that  accounted  for  the  decline  of  the  Socialist  party  were 
dealt  with  at  length  in  earlier  chapters:  the  rise  of  fascism  and 
communism,  the  New  Deal,  the  upsurgence  of  labor,  and  the 
outbreak  of  World  War  II.  As  an  individual  leader,  Norman 
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Thomas  could  not  have  blocked  or  molded  these  historical 
movements  so  that  they  would  conform  more  nearly  to  the 
needs  of  his  party.  Perhaps  he  could  have  modified  his  social- 
ism and  in  some  ways  accommodated  himself  to  the  New  Deal, 
but  from  his  point  of  view  he  would  thus  have  been  abdicating 
as  a  socialist  leader.  Indeed,  it  is  highly  doubtful  that  the  cause 
of  socialism,  as  an  organized  movement,  would  have  been  ad- 
vanced by  such  action.  The  Social  Democratic  Federation  fol- 
lowed that  course  and,  until  it  reunited  with  the  Socialist 
party  in  1957,  had  less  vitality  and  influence  than  its  parent 
organization. 

There  are  other  external  factors  that  have  militated  against 
the  development  of  a  strong  Socialist  party  in  the  United 
States,  including  the  relatively  high  standard  of  living  that 
Americans  have  known,  the  marked  lack  of  class  conscious- 
ness among  American  workers,  the  popular  misunderstanding 
about  the  distinction  between  socialism  and  communism,  the 
strong  traditional  attachment  of  the  American  people  to  the 
two-party  system,  and  the  very  great  difficulties  entailed  for  a 
small  and  poor  party  in  getting  on  the  ballot  in  fifty  states. 
Finally,  the  electoral  college  system  for  electing  presidents  has 
probably  deterred  many  persons  from  voting  minor-party 
tickets,  because  of  the  knowledge  that  a  matter  of  one  vote 
could  conceivably  deliver  the  electoral  votes  of  a  whole  state  to 
a  particular  candidate.  Again,  these  were  situations  that 
Thomas  could  hardly  have  been  expected  to  alter  significantly. 

Thomas  was  also  confronted  by  internal  situations  that 
were  not  of  his  own  making  and  that  made  his  position  as 
Socialist  leader  frequently  difficult,  and  sometimes  impossible. 
Essentially,  these  situations  stemmed  from  the  culture  of 
American  socialism :  the  shared  attitudes  and  behavior  patterns 
that  grew  up  within  the  socialist  movement  and  were  inter- 
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nalized  by  most  of  its  participants.  Political  movements,  just 
as  the  larger  society  of  which  they  were  a  part,  may  develop 
cultures.  Many  of  the  dominant  patterns  of  the  socialist  culture 
have  been  rather  different  from  those  of  the  larger  American 
society  and  its  politics.  A  consideration  of  certain  of  these  pat- 
terns is  essential  to  understanding  many  of  Thomas'  leader- 
ship problems.  They  were,  in  effect,  situations  in  terms  of 
which  he  had  to  behave. 

The  orientation  of  the  American  socialist  culture  was  always 
somewhat  otherworldly.  Socialists  have  traditionally  ridiculed 
the  theologians  for  emphasizing  the  life  after  death  to  the 
neglect  of  life  on  earth,  often  arguing  that,  by  thus  emphasiz- 
ing the  wonders  of  the  afterlife,  churches  have  encouraged  men 
to  put  up  with  evils  on  earth  that  should  not  have  been  tolerated. 
Yet  socialists  have  to  a  large  extent  thought  and  acted  in  terms 
of  a  hereafter.  Their  eyes  have  been  turned  away  from  an 
"evil  capitalism"  and  toward  a  "Socialist  paradise."  The  no- 
tion that  the  "system" — as  they  were  wont  to  call  it — would 
inevitably  collapse,  because  of  the  contradictions  inherent  in 
it,  was  universally  accepted  by  socialists  until  very  recendy. 
There  was  no  question  that  socialism  would  follow  in  its 
place.  In  essence,  this  was  the  notion  of  the  inevitability  of 
progress,  with  socialism  naturally  being  equated  with  progress. 
It  took  the  rise  of  fascism  and  communism  and  two  world 
wars  to  eliminate  largely,  if  not  entirely,  from  socialist  thought 
the  conviction  that  the  beautiful  socialist  world  was  inevitably 
on  its  way. 

The  otherworldliness  of  American  socialism  has  manifested 
itself  in  a  variety  of  ways.  Some  socialists  argued  that  the  only 
way  to  escape  the  taint  of  corruption  was  to  found  co-operative 
communities  that  would  be  rather  isolated  from  capitalist 
society.  The  Socialist  Labor  party  has  long  prohibited  its  mem- 
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bers  from  working  with  the  established  unions  on  the  ground 
that  these  labor  organizations  are  too  closely  tied  to  the  existing 
social  and  economic  order.  A  few  persons  of  socialist  convic- 
tion, including  some  with  professional  training,  have  taken 
jobs  as  factory  workers  and  unskilled  laborers  in  order  to  be 
counted  among  the  proletariat. 

Traditional  socialist  voting  behavior  is  also  illustrative  of 
this  pattern  of  withdrawing  from  the  world.  In  terms  of  tra- 
ditional socialist  mores,  voting  for  a  Democrat  or  a  Republican 
under  any  circumstance  was  equated  with  the  worst  of  sins. 
Some  socialists  have  even  refrained  from  voting  in  nonpartisan 
elections  on  the  ground  that  they  would  not  vote  for  people 
who  were  not  specifically  running  as  Socialists.  Many  crises 
in  the  history  of  the  Socialist  party  have  developed  because 
members  of  the  party  accepted  positions  with  non-Socialist 
political  administrations.  Individuals  who  have  been  thought 
guilty  of  co-operating  too  closely  with  the  capitalist  order  have 
been  subjected  to  much  verbal  abuse  and  have  been  derisively 
called  "practical"  men.  This  disdain  for  the  practical  is  an- 
other example  of  socialist  withdrawal  from  the  world. 

Yet,  despite  these  tendencies  toward  withdrawal,  the  other- 
worldly orientation  of  the  Socialist  movement  has  never  been 
complete  or  clear-cut.  Indeed,  it  has  always  lacked  clear  defini- 
tion. As  Daniel  Bell  points  out,  a  crucial  fact  in  the  history  of 
the  American  Socialist  party  is  that  the  party  "could  never 
resolve  but  only  straddle  the  basic  issue  of  either  accepting 
capitalist  society,  and  seeking  to  transform  it  from  within 
as  the  labor  movement  did,  or  becoming  the  sworn  enemy  of 
that  society  like  the  communists."  u 

Just  as  religious  movements  have  been  split  asunder  because 
of  differing  notions  concerning  the  surest  road  to  heaven,  Social- 
ist parties  have  broken  apart  over  issues  relating  to  the  tactics 
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which  should  be  used  to  usher  in  the  brave  new  world — a  case 
in  point  being  the  Socialist  party  during  the  1930's.  The  Dec- 
laration of  Principles  controversy  related  fundamentally,  though 
not  exclusively,  to  the  Socialist  party's  otherworldly  preoc- 
cupation. During  that  decade,  the  party  was  attempting  to 
decide  to  what  degree  it  should  live  within  American  society 
and  to  what  degree  apart  from  it. 

The  Socialist  party's  tendency  to  withdraw  from  the  world 
lends  considerable  weight  to  the  viewpoint  that  the  Socialist 
party  and  other  minor  parties  are  in  a  basic  sense  more  like 
interest  groups  than  political  parties.  Just  like  its  leader  Norman 
Thomas,  the  American  Socialist  party  has  been  to  a  large  ex- 
tent a  critic  of  the  American  political  scene  rather  than  a  full- 
fledged  participant.  Even  before  Thomas  assumed  leadership 
in  them,  Socialist  political  campaigns  appeared  to  be  more  in 
the  nature  of  educational  rather  than  political  ventures.  "A 
defeated  Socialist  candidate,"  wrote  Louis  Waldman,  "didn't 
have  the  feeling  of  impotence,  say,  of  a  Republican  candidate 
in  Georgia.  Socialist  candidates  and  Socialists  generally  re- 
garded each  political  campaign  as  a  development  in  the  politi- 
cal maturity  in  the  nation."  12  Such  was  the  rationale  behind 
Socialist  election  activity  throughout  the  years.  Similarly,  large 
numbers  of  persons  who  have  voted  the  Socialist  ticket  have 
done  so  to  register  a  protest  against  the  social  order  or  to  pro- 
test some  aspect  of  the  behavior  of  the  major  parties.  Voting 
Socialist  has  often  been  more  akin  to  an  act  of  conscience  than 
to  a  political  act.  In  short,  the  Socialist  party  has  been  a  bona 
fide  political  party  only  in  a  very  limited  sense.  It  has  probably 
been  more  of  an  interest  group  than  a  political  party;  and,  in 
characteristic  interest-group  fashion,  it  has  been  more  con- 
cerned with  the  advancing  of  particular  ideas,  policies,  and 
programs  than  with  the  matter  of  having  its  members  gain 
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office.  Consequently,  ideological  differences  have  probably  been 
a  more  important  source  of  factionalism  within  the  Socialist 
party  than  within  the  major  parties.  As  the  anonymous  author 
of  The  Unofficial  Observer  has  put  it,  Socialists  have  "an  in- 
herent ability  to  engage  in  abstruse,  doctrinal  controversies  un- 
til half -past  Armageddon."  13 

If  the  Socialist  party  has  been,  in  reality,  something  less 
than  a  political  party,  it  has  also  been  something  more.  For 
many  of  its  members  it  functioned  not  only  as  a  political  or- 
ganization but  as  a  fraternal  organization  as  well.  Even  in 
large  cities  the  party  membership  has  generally  been  so  small 
that  interaction  between  members  has  been  highly  personalized 
and  intimate.  To  many  members  who  never  abandoned  the 
Marxist  suspicion  of  religion,  socialism  was  a  kind  of  sub- 
stitute religion,  the  source  of  their  deepest  values.  Because  the 
socialist  ideology  was  conceived  in  broad,  almost  universal, 
terms,  virtually  every  issue  was  deemed  to  be  of  party  concern. 
The  consequence  was  that  internal  discord  frequently  resulted 
from  disagreements  over  religious,  literary,  and  sexual  ques- 
tions— issues  which  were  not  strictly  political  in  nature. 

The  socialist  ideology  has  always  given  heavy  stress  to  the 
ideal  of  internationalism.  The  establishment  of  a  fellowship  of 
workers  throughout  the  world  has  been  one  of  its  goals.  On 
the  American  socialist  scene,  this  tendency  was  probably  rein- 
forced by  the  relatively  high  percentage  of  foreign-born  within 
the  party's  ranks.  In  fact,  one  of  the  major  weaknesses  fairly 
ascribed  to  American  socialism  is  that  it  has  tended  to  view 
America  through  European  eyes  and  that  the  result  was  often 
a  distortion  of  the  realities  of  life  in  the  United  States. 

Because  of  this  international  orientation,  the  American  social- 
ist movement  has  always  displayed  an  unusual  degree  of  sensi- 
tivity to  world  events.  A  critical  situation  for  the  European 
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socialist  movement  was  also  likely  to  produce  a  crisis  within 
the  American  Socialist  party.  It  was  essential  that  American 
socialism  be  aware  of  world  events,  but  insofar  as  its  own 
health  was  concerned  it  was  probably  oversensitive  to  them. 
The  Stalin-Trotsky  feud,  the  collapse  of  German  and  Austrian 
socialism,  and  the  feuding  within  the  Loyalist  camp  during 
the  Spanish  Civil  War  had  serious  repercussions  within  the 
American  Socialist  party.  Not  infrequently,  these  events  were, 
in  effect,  re-enacted  with  all  of  the  original  bitterness  by  the 
various  party  factions. 

One  of  the  reasons  that  European  events  and  other  sources 
of  factionalism  could  wreak  such  havoc  with  the  American 
Socialist  party  is  that  from  its  very  beginning  it  was  largely 
undisciplined  and  loosely  organized.  Those  who  founded  the 
Socialist  party  were  bent  upon  avoiding  the  highly  centralized 
pattern  of  the  Socialist  Labor  party,  and  the  end  result  was 
that  they  built  a  party  that  was  to  be  almost  totally  lacking  in 
any  kind  of  discipline.  A  great  amount  of  local  and  individual 
autonomy  has  been  the  rule  throughout  the  history  of  the 
Socialist  party.  And  these  tendencies  were  never  effectively 
counterbalanced  by  either  Debs  or  Thomas.  It  is  not  that  the 
Socialist  party  would  have  been  better  off  with  a  highly  cen- 
tralized, authoritarian  structure,  but  the  organization  needed 
considerably  more  discipline  than  it  ever  possessed  in  order  to 
survive,  in  meaningful  terms,  as  a  political  party. 

Controversy  is  inherent  in  politics.  In  every  democratic  soci- 
ety differences  exist  not  only  between  political  parties  but 
also  within  them.  An  obvious  and  indisputable  generalization 
that  can  be  made  concerning  the  history  of  American  political 
life  is  that  no  party  has  ever  known  anything  like  perfect  unity 
and  harmony.  The  American  experience  is  replete  with  instances 
in  which  the  major  parties  were  torn  by  factionalism  brought 
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about  by  conflicting  economic  interests,  sectionalism,  leadership 
rivalries,  and  unselfish  differences  of  opinion.  Especially  in 
recent  times,  the  major  parties  have  constituted  great  amalga- 
mations of  conflicting  and  varied  interests.  In  order  for  them 
to  gain  political  power,  it  has  been  necessary  for  them  to  draw 
to  their  banners  individuals  and  groups  from  almost  every 
conceivable  stratum  of  American  society.  One  might  well  argue 
that  they  have  known  electoral  success  in  proportion  to  their 
heterogeneity.  In  essence,  the  Democratic  and  Republican 
parties  have  been  parties  of  compromise.  It  is  accurate  to  say, 
as  Thomas  so  often  has  done,  that  there  is  more  difference 
within  the  two  parties  than  there  is  between  them.  How  have 
parties  so  constituted  been  held  together?  The  anticipation  of 
the  tangible  rewards  of  office  largely  provide  the  answer.  The 
major  parties  have  almost  always  known  power  or  reasonable 
prospects  of  power  on  the  national  level,  and  even  national  de- 
feat at  the  polls  has  usually  been  accompanied  by  some  signifi- 
cant state  and  local  successes. 

Those  individuals  who  have  not  been  willing  to  make  the 
compromises  that  go  hand  in  hand  with  participation  in  major- 
party  politics  have  been  drawn  to  minor  parties.  These  parties 
have  generally  taken  more  clear-cut  positions  on  the  issues  of 
the  day  than  have  the  major  political  organizations.  It  does  not 
necessarily  follow,  however,  that  they  have  been  more  correct 
ones. 

Considering  the  fact  that  minor  parties  have  not  been  parties 
of  compromise  to  the  same  degree  as  the  major  parties,  it  would 
appear  to  follow  that  they  have  probably  known  more  internal 
unity  and  cohesion.  Nothing  could  be  farther  from  the  truth, 
however.  Factionalism  has  been  a  much  more  prevalent  and 
destructive  phenomenon  among  the  minor  parties  than  among 
the  major  ones.  A  basic  explanation  relates  to  the  fact  that  the 
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membership  of  minor  parties  has  not  been  held  together  by  the 
expectation  of  office  and  the  fruits  that  office  brings. 

The  addition  of  the  Socialist  party  to  factionalism  and  splits 
has  to  be  explained  along  other  avenues  as  well.  "It  should  not 
be  surprising,"  wrote  Arthur  M.  Schlesinger,  Sr.,  in  The  Ameri- 
can as  Reformer,  "that  isms  breed  schisms  considering  the 
type  of  rebellious  mentality  upon  which  such  movements 
draw."  14  In  fact,  the  Socialist  party  seemed  to  draw  to  it  per- 
sons who  had  little  more  than  their  rebelliousness  in  common. 
"Thus,  Agnostic  and  Christian,  Bohemian  and  Puritan,  could 
and  did  join  the  party  and  seek  to  mold  it  in  their  own  image," 
reports  Daniel  Bell.15 

Those  persons  who  have  basic  disagreements  with  the  status 
quo,  who  envision  a  society  organized  along  socialist  lines,  who 
condemn  the  major  parties  for  the  compromises  they  make, 
and  who  argue  that  adherence  to  principle  is  more  important 
than  winning  elections  are,  by  and  large,  not  likely  to  adjust 
well  within  the  framework  of  any  political  organization.  Non- 
conformists do  not  abandon  their  nonconformist  behavior  pat- 
terns upon  joining  organizations  dedicated  to  social  reform.  It 
would  seem  that  attitudes  of  discontent  and  protest  become 
habitual  for  large  numbers  of  social  reformers.  Men  who  take 
upon  themselves  the  role  of  critics  of  society  at  large  are  not 
generally  inclined  to  be  passive  and  uncritical  when  function- 
ing in  political  organizations.  Their  rebelliousness  usually  con- 
tinues unabated,  and  much  of  it  is  directed  against  their  politi- 
cal allies  and  fellow  social  reformers.  The  need  to  criticize 
continues  to  assert  itself. 

The  various  aspects  of  American  socialism  just  delineated 
suggest  that  factionalism  was  an  inherent  part  of  the  socialist 
culture.  Moreover,  it  is  of  crucial  importance  to  point  out  that 
the  various  patterns  of  behavior  and  shared  attitudes  referred 
to  were  integral  traits  of  the  socialist  culture  long  before  Norman 
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Thomas  became  a  leading  figure  in  the  American  socialist 
movement.  Thus  he  was  clearly  not  responsible  for  bringing 
into  being  these  internal  dissension-producing  traits  o£  the 
socialist  culture.  Furthermore,  as  has  already  been  pointed  out, 
he  cannot  be  held  responsible  for  the  existence  of  the  external 
factors  that  precipitated  dissension  within  the  Socialist  ranks. 
But,  of  course,  it  can  be  argued  that  a  more  able  leader  could 
have  somehow  or  other  overcome  these  internal  and  external 
obstacles. 

Comparisons  between  Norman  Thomas  and  his  predecessor, 
Eugene  V.  Debs,  are  inevitable.  Both  men  deserve  high  rank 
in  the  history  of  American  politics.  Both  men  had  the  courage 
to  turn  their  backs  upon  conventional  success  in  the  pursuit 
of  principle.  Given  his  leadership  qualities,  especially  his  mag- 
nificent oratory,  either  might  have  secured  high  public  office 
on  a  major-party  ticket.  Indeed,  before  his  conversion  to  social- 
ism, Debs  was  elected  to  the  Indiana  Legislature.  For  his  social- 
ism Debs  abandoned  a  career  rich  in  promise  in  the  American 
labor  movement;  for  the  same  cause  Thomas  forsook  a  path 
that  might  have  led  to  national  leadership  in  American 
Protestantism.  Both  towered  above  the  mass  of  men,  but 
Thomas'  career  represents  more  in  the  way  of  discipline  and 
productivity.  Life  has  been  kinder  to  Thomas  than  it  was  to 
Debs.  An  unsympathetic  wife,  a  childless  marriage,  incessant 
financial  problems,  and  sporadic  alchoholism  were  burdens 
that  Debs  carried  in  addition  to  the  difficult  tasks  of  Socialist 
leadership.  Perhaps  the  trials  of  his  personal  life  made  him 
more  understanding  of  human  frailty  than  was  Thomas,  who 
had  an  incredibly  happy  marriage  and  family  life. 

Although  Debs  could  relate  more  personally  to  human  suf- 
fering, he  did  not  have  Thomas'  intellectual  grasp  of  the  prob- 
lems of  mankind.  While  well  read,  Debs  did  not  complete  high 
school;  Thomas,  no  matter  how  inadequate  he  later  judged 
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it,  received  at  Princeton  about  as  fine  a  liberal  arts  education  as 
was  available  in  the  United  States  at  the  time.  And  his  graduate 
training  at  the  Union  Theological  Seminary  significantly  broad- 
ened his  intellectual  and  social  horizons  and  understanding. 
Most  important,  his  formal  education  provided  his  excellent 
mind  with  the  foundation  and  the  incentives  for  continuing 
and  rigorous  self-education  in  the  years  to  come.  In  the  area 
of  public  affairs  he  was  always  abreast  of  the  best  interpreta- 
tions that  modern  scholarship  had  to  offer. 

If  asked  about  any  of  the  pressing  social  problems  of  his 
day,  Debs  would  offer  socialism  as  the  solution  to  all  of  society's 
ills.  With  his  greater  intellectual  depth  and  his  better  under- 
standing of  the  complexity  of  modern  social  problems,  Thomas 
was  never  content  to  rely  on  such  a  simple  answer.  He  has 
always  been  ready  with  detailed  plans  short  of  socialism  for 
improving  man's  lot  in  the  here  and  now. 

For  purposes  of  this  analysis  the  significant  fact  to  point  out 
is  that  Debs  managed  to  remain  rather  aloof  from  Socialist- 
party  factionalism,  whereas  Thomas  has  usually  been  in  the 
thick  of  it,  perhaps  because  of  his  greater  interest  in  ideas.  But, 
just  like  Thomas,  Debs  failed  to  hold  his  party  together.  The 
party  that  Thomas  inherited  from  Debs  was  virtually  dead 
when  Thomas  assumed  leadership  in  it.  Under  the  leadership 
of  Debs  the  Socialist  party  succumbed  to  a  powerful  combina- 
tion of  factors,  which  included,  among  other  things,  the  dis- 
sension-producing traits  of  the  socialist  culture  and  of  Woodrow 
Wilson's  New  Freedom,  World  War  I,  and  the  rise  of  commu- 
nism. Some  of  the  factors  accounting  for  the  disintegration  of 
the  Socialist  party  under  Norman  Thomas  were  the  dissension- 
producing  traits  of  the  socialist  culture,  Roosevelt's  New  Deal, 
fascism,  communism,  and  World  War  II.  Thomas  has  ex- 
plained the  decline  of  his  party  more  simply:  "What  cut  the 
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ground  out  pretty  completely  from  under  us  was  this.  It  was 
Roosevelt  in  a  word.  You  don't  need  anything  more."  16 

Neither  Debs  nor  Thomas  succeeded  in  establishing  satis- 
factory relations  with  the  labor  movement.  Debs  was  no  doubt 
better  known  to  the  working  people  of  the  United  States  than 
Thomas;  yet  Debs's  relations  with  Samuel  Gompers  and  the 
AFL  were  anything  but  cordial.  Indeed,  he  was  among  the 
founders  of  the  Industrial  Workers  of  the  World,  which  had 
as  a  major  goal  the  displacing  of  the  American  Federation  of 
Labor. 

Could  Debs  or  someone  like  him  have  led  the  Socialist  party 
in  recent  decades  and  built  it  into  a  significantly  stronger  or 
more  important  organization?  The  "what  might  have  been" 
variety  of  question  never  has  a  certain  answer,  but  it  can  be 
said  that  there  is  little  in  the  way  of  evidence  to  indicate  that 
during  the  recent  period  a  Debs  could  have  done  much  better 
with  the  Socialist  party  than  Thomas  did.  Considering  the 
array  of  obstacles  that  has  operated  against  the  development 
of  a  strong  socialist  movement  in  the  United  States,  it  is  highly 
doubtful  that  any  leader — no  matter  how  able — could  have 
succeeded  where  Thomas  has  failed.  Only  those  who  subscribe 
to  the  adolescent  theory  that  individual  men  are  the  motive 
force  behind  history  and  that  great  leaders  can  overcome  any 
obstacles  would  be  inclined  to  argue  otherwise.  If  Socialist 
parties  have  prospered  in  other  lands,  it  is  not  necessarily  be- 
cause of  having  had  more  effective  leadership  than  the  Ameri- 
can Socialist  party — a  fact  which  Mr.  Thomas  pointed  out  to 
his  Socialist  brethren  at  the  Third  Congress  of  the  Socialist 
International  in  Stockholm,  Sweden,  on  July  15,  1953: 

There  is  something  of  humiliation  in  the  position  of  an 
American  socialist,  like  myself,  addressing  an  international 
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socialist  congress.  Our  country  is  so  powerful  and  our  or- 
ganized socialist  movement  so  weak.  For  this,  those  of  us 
who  have  for  decades  been  identified  with  the  movement 
must  bear  some  responsibility.  But  not,  I  think,  major  blame. 
Our  mistakes  have  not  been  worse  than  yours  in  countries 
where  the  movement  has  fared  better.17 

No  Heir  Apparent 

It  should  be  understood  that  Thomas  does  not  view  his  fail- 
ure to  build  a  strong  Socialist  party  with  equanimity.  Under- 
standably, the  present  weakness  of  the  movement  to  which 
he  has  devoted  the  whole  of  his  life  is  a  source  of  great  pain 
and  sadness.  Yet  he  realizes,  as  has  been  argued  here,  that  the 
obstacles  to  his  success  were  so  great  that  perhaps  no  man  could 
have  overcome  them. 

One  major  aspect  of  Thomas'  failure  as  a  political  leader  is 
not  so  clearly  or  completely  explained  by  forces  over  which  he 
had  no  control.  To  some  extent,  he  must  bear  responsibility 
for  the  fact  that  there  appears  to  be  no  one  on  the  horizon  even 
vaguely  ready  to  succeed  him  as  the  leader  of  American  social- 
ism. Given  its  recent  history  of  pitiful  weakness,  the  Socialist 
party  has  understandably  been  no  great  reservoir  of  potential 
leaders.  Nevertheless,  by  utilizing  the  appropriate  combination 
of  encouragement,  guidance,  and  incentives,  Thomas  might 
have  prepared  some  person  to  assume  the  mantle  that  he  has 
carried  for  so  many  years. 

He  made  one  vain  attempt  in  that  direction :  For  some  years 
it  was  Thomas'  hope  that  Maynard  Kreuger  would  assume  the 
tasks  of  leadership.  In  1944  he  urged  Kreuger  to  seek  the  presi- 
dential nomination;  but  Kreuger  refused  on  the  ground  that 
he  wanted  to  concentrate  upon  Illinois  politics,  and  soon  it 
became  clear  that  he  was  not  to  follow  in  the  footsteps  of  Debs 
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and  Thomas.  Between  1940  and  1948  Kreuger  was  second  in 
command  of  the  Socialist  party.  But  he  had  grave  doubts  about 
the  wisdom  of  running  a  Socialist  presidential  candidate  in 
1948,  and  at  the  decision  to  run  another  in  1952  he  left  the 
party.  Since  Kreuger 's  departure,  no  one  has  emerged  who 
gives  even  faint  promise  of  becoming  an  adequate  replace- 
ment for  Thomas  in  the  years  to  come.  Nor  has  Thomas  ap- 
parently given  much  attention  to  the  task  of  finding  a  successor. 

Thomas'  actions  do  not  indicate  that  he  has  stood  in  any- 
body's way  or  jealously  guarded  his  leadership  status.  It  may 
be  that  he  now  feels  that  a  democratic  leader  should  not  play 
a  large  role  in  determining  his  successor.  In  any  case,  all  Social- 
ists must  share  responsibility  with  him  for  the  development  of 
a  party  that  has  relied  so  heavily  upon  the  talents  and  energies 
of  one  man. 

Ironically,  Thomas'  enormous  capacities  as  a  leader  have 
contributed  to  the  difficulties  of  finding  a  successor.  Even  dur- 
ing their  most  egotistical  moments,  few  of  his  fellow  Socialists 
have  assumed  that  they  could  replace  Thomas.  Having  been 
awed  through  the  years  by  his  overpowering  personality,  his 
intellectual  stature  and  magnificent  oratory,  his  literary  crafts- 
manship, and  his  tremendous  physical  vitality,  the  vast  major- 
ity of  his  followers  found  it  utterly  absurd  to  entertain  the 
idea  that  any  one  of  them  could  ever  fill  his  shoes.  To  a  great 
number  of  his  political  comrades  he  has  become,  quite  literally, 
a  father  figure.  Even  thinking  about  the  necessity  of  one  day 
finding  a  new  leader  has  been  painful  and  seemed  almost  dis- 
loyal. 

It  should  be  noted  that  during  Debs's  later  years  the  prospect 
of  finding  a  new  leader  of  American  socialism  of  comparable 
stature  seemed  terribly  dim;  yet  a  Norman  Thomas  did  come 
to  the  fore.  The  process  whereby  Thomas  emerged  as  leader 
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was  probably  more  accidental  than  inevitable,  however.  And 
there  is  no  rule  of  group  life  that  insures  that  the  tiny  Socialist 
party-Social  Democratic  Federation  will  continue  to  be  so 
fortunate  in  the  character  of  its  leaders.  Thomas  remains  his 
party's  greatest  asset;  he  is  the  only  leader  of  American  social- 
ism who  is  widely  known  and  influential  outside  the  radical 
milieu.  Public  awareness  of  the  existence  of  a  socialist  move- 
ment in  the  United  States  in  the  period  since  World  War  II 
has  largely  stemmed  from  the  reputation  and  character  of 
Norman  Thomas. 

Writing  about  "What  Happened  to  American  Socialism?" 
in  the  pages  of  Commentary  (October,  1951),  Will  Herberg 
points  out  that  as  "Socialism  was  disappearing  from  the  Ameri- 
can political  scene  as  an  organized  political  force,  the  Socialist 
program  was  being  translated  into  law  and  social  practice.  .  .  . 
Here,  if  a  failure,  is  surely  a  successful  failure;  and  the  end  of 
the  movement's  achievements  is  not  yet.  Paradoxically,  as  the 
Socialist  Party  lies  dying,  its  'idea'  goes  marching  on."  18  That 
Norman  Thomas  made  a  tremendous  contribution  to  the 
survival  and  propagation  of  the  socialist  idea  cannot  be  doubted. 
As  has  already  been  pointed  out,  most  of  the  immediate  de- 
mands that  Thomas  put  forth  in  his  1932  campaign  were 
brought  into  being  under  Roosevelt's  New  Deal.  This  is  not 
to  suggest  that  there  was  a  direct  causal  relationship  between 
Thomas'  political  activities  and  the  New  Deal  program.  But 
Thomas  and  his  party  did  initiate  important  educational  spade- 
work  in  behalf  of  old-age  pensions,  unemployment  insurance, 
public-works  programs,  legalization  of  collective  bargaining, 
and  other  measures  ultimately  incorporated  into  the  New 
Deal.  And  some  of  these  programs  were  undeniably  among  the 
most  important  political,  social,  and  economic  innovations  of 
our  time. 
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On  the  occasion  of  Mr.  Thomas'  seventy-fifth  birthday,  No- 
vember 20,  1959,  the  Washington  Post,  in  its  editorial  columns, 
summarized  perceptively  his  role  in  American  life: 

For  most  of  his  75  years  Norman  Thomas  has  been  a  Social- 
ist in  his  political  affiliation,  a  radical  in  economic  outlook, 
a  conservative  in  constitutional  principles  and  a  liberal  in 
his  friendliness  to  people  and  ideas.  Above  everything  else 
he  has  been  an  independent — a  man  who  thought  and  spoke 
for  himself — with  wit  and  fervor  and  indignation — an  apostle 
of  human  freedom,  a  champion  of  the  defeated,  a  kind  of 
animated  and  indomitable  conscience  of  the  American  peo- 
ple. .  .  .  Yet  even  as  an  inveterate  loser,  he  has  been  among 
the  most  influential  individuals  in  20th  Century  American 
politics.  His  ideas  have  received  from  his  rivals  the  supreme 
compliment  of  plagiarism  and  from  the  American  people 
the  accolade  of  acceptance.  .  .  .  We  join  great  numbers  of 
his  fellow  Americans  in  congratulating  the  country  on  hav- 
ing him  as  a  leader  at  large.19 

In  short,  Norman  Thomas,  the  political  leader  who  never 
won  an  election  and  who  did  not  build  a  strong  party,  may  be 
considered,  just  like  his  party,  a  "successful  failure." 
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Sources 


Fortunately,  in  the  writing  of  this  book  I  had  access  to  a  great 
wealth  of  unpublished,  primary  material  relevant  to  the  political 
leadership  of  Norman  Thomas.  For  my  purposes  the  most  useful 
of  such  materials  were  the  Norman  Thomas  Papers  in  the  Manu- 
script Division  of  the  New  York  Public  Library.  Mr.  Thomas  adds 
periodically  to  this  collection,  which  includes  some  materials  dating 
from  the  first  decade  of  the  twentieth  century.  The  collection  con- 
tains the  bulk  of  Mr.  Thomas'  voluminous  correspondence  during 
the  years  of  his  official  leadership  of  the  Socialist  party  and  since. 
Happily,  Mr.  Thomas  was  in  the  habit  of  making  carbon  copies  of 
the  thousands  of  letters  which  he  wrote.  These  papers  also  include 
manuscripts  of  a  host  of  books,  pamphlets,  articles,  speeches,  press 
releases,  minutes  of  Socialist-party  meetings,  and  miscellaneous 
memoranda.  For  the  most  part,  these  assorted  papers  and  letters  are 
concerned  with  Mr.  Thomas'  political  activities  and  relationships; 
very  little  in  the  way  of  correspondence  with  members  of  his  family 
is  included. 

Also,  especially  valuable  to  the  development  of  this  book  was  the 
opportunity  which  I  had  to  read  Mr.  Thomas'  unpublished  auto- 
biography, which  he  began  at  the  age  of  sixty  in  December  of 
1944  and  completed  in  March  of  1946.  Essentially,  he  regards  the 
manuscript  as  a  document  that  may  be  of  interest  to  his  children 
and  his  friends.  Originally,  he  considered  its  publication  but  finally 
abandoned  the  idea.  In  part,  his  decision  was  based  on  his  deep 
suspicion  of  autobiography  as  a  method  of  reporting;  in  the  preface 
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to  his  own  he  dismisses  such  writing  as  being  "too  often  a  form  of 
fiction  which  I  have  preferred  to  read  rather  than  to  write.  .  .  . 
I  am  not  driven  to  public  confession  or  public  self  defense."  This 
book  without  a  name  is  much  less  than  a  complete  record  of 
Thomas'  life,  but  it  is  also  something  more.  It  includes  Thomas' 
assessments  and  re-evaluations  of  socialism  and  religion  and  his 
reflections  on  the  sundry  problems  confronting  twentieth-century 
man. 

During  the  1950's  Thomas  was  interviewed  by  the  Oral  History 
Project  of  Columbia  University.  Next  to  the  unpublished  auto- 
biography, "The  Reminiscences  of  Norman  Thomas,"  the  tran- 
script of  these  interviews,  is  the  best  source  of  material  on  the  life 
and  political  career  of  Norman  Thomas.  There  is,  in  fact,  con- 
siderable overlapping  between  his  Oral  History  Project  contribu- 
tions and  his  autobiography. 

The  Socialist  Party  Collection  in  the  Manuscript  Division  of  the 
Duke  University  Library  is  the  best  source  of  primary  Socialist 
materials  in  the  country.  It  is  a  magnificently  organized  collection 
which  no  serious  student  of  American  socialism  can  afford  to  miss. 
The  Duke  papers  include  an  interesting  exchange  of  letters  be- 
tween Norman  Thomas  and  Clarence  Senior,  who  was  then  na- 
tional secretary  of  the  Socialist  party,  written  between  1933  and 

*937- 
Thomas  has  been  a  fantastically  prolific  writer.  Most  of  his 

pamphlets,  books,  and  contributions  to  popular  journals  are  listed 
in  standard  periodical  guides  and  catalogs.  There  are,  however, 
other  vitally  important  and  voluminous  sources  of  his  writings 
which  should  not  be  overlooked.  He  was  the  founder  and  a  long- 
time contributor  to  the  pacifist  and  Christian  Socialist  World  To- 
morrow (1918-34,  title  varies).  The  various  official  newspapers  of 
the  Socialist  party  that  appeared  through  the  years  provide  a  rather 
detailed  record  of  his  evolving  socialist  philosophy  and  of  his  re- 
actions to  major  events.  Thomas  was  the  editor  of  the  New  Yor\ 
Leader  in  1923  and  a  regular  contributor  to  the  New  Leader  from 
1924  to   1935,  when  it  came  under  the  domination  of  the  old 
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guard.  He  then  became  a  columnist  for  the  Call  (1935-60,  title 
and  format  vary),  which  had  been  founded  by  the  militant  caucus. 
In  i960  the  Socialist  Call  ceased  publication,  and,  in  its  place,  New 
America  became  the  official  newspaper  of  the  Socialist  party-Social 
Democratic  Federation.  These  various  Socialist  newspapers  contain 
not  only  vast  numbers  of  articles  by  Thomas  but  also  the  texts  of 
hundreds  of  speeches,  open  letters,  interviews,  and  summaries  of 
his  campaign  activities.  It  should  also  be  noted  that,  since  the  early 
1940's,  Mr.  Thomas  has  written  a  flood  of  articles  for  the  Progres- 
sive. 

The  Library  of  the  Tamiment  Institute  in  New  York  City  in- 
cludes one  of  the  nation's  outstanding  Socialist  and  labor  collec- 
tions. It  contains  the  great  mass  of  material  gathered  under  the 
auspices  of  the  Rand  School  of  Social  Science,  which  from  1906  to 
1936  was  the  Socialist  party's  most  important  educational  and  re- 
search center. 

The  Joseph  A.  Labadie  Collection  at  the  University  of  Michigan 
is  also  a  good  source  of  Socialist  pamphlets,  newspapers,  and 
periodicals.  While  the  collection  contains  many  documents  which 
strongly  emphasize  anarchism  and  the  Industrial  Workers  of  the 
World,  it  also  contains  a  wide  variety  of  materials  on  almost  every 
phase  of  American  radicalism. 

Because  of  the  long-term  Socialist  affiliations  of  my  parents,  much 
data  and  insight  concerning  Norman  Thomas  and  the  Socialist 
party  have  been  acquired  by  this  author  through  direct  observation. 
In  a  variety  of  situations  over  a  twenty-five-year  period,  beginning 
in  the  years  of  my  childhood,  I  have  had  numerous  opportunities  to 
observe  Mr.  Thomas  and  to  talk  with  him  informally.  He  was  al- 
ways apparently  willing  to  give  frank  answers  to  frank  questions 
about  his  thinking,  his  family  life,  and  his  political  career.  I  have 
heard  Thomas  and  other  Socialist  leaders  deliver  countless  numbers 
of  public  addresses.  I  have  been  an  observer  at  three  national  con- 
ventions of  the  Socialist  party  and  have  attended  many  other  official 
Socialist  functions. 

I  am  indebted  not  only  to  Norman  Thomas  but  also  to  members 


338  Norman  Thomas,  Respectable  Rebel 

of  his  family  who  graciously  agreed  to  give  me  their  impressions 
and  evaluations  of  their  famous  relative.  My  conversations  with 
various  members  of  the  Thomas  family  were  invaluable  sources  for 
this  book.  They  included  interviews  with  his  brothers,  Mr.  Ralph 
Thomas,  Dr.  Evan  W.  Thomas,  and  Mr.  Arthur  Thomas,  with  his 
sister  Miss  Agnes  Thomas,  with  his  son  Evan  Thomas,  with  his 
daughter  Mrs.  John  Gates,  and  with  his  daughters-in-law,  Mrs. 
Evan  Thomas  and  Mrs.  William  Thomas.  A  number  of  persons, 
most  of  whom  were  closely  associated  with  Mr.  Thomas  in  one 
social-reform  cause  or  another,  also  contributed  their  impressions 
of  Mr.  Thomas  via  correspondence  or  interviews.  For  this  valuable 
co-operation  I  am  grateful  to:  Roger  Baldwin,  Paul  Blanshard, 
Henry  Hitt  Crane,  Judah  Drob,  Max  Eastman,  Harry  Fleischman, 
Erich  Fromm,  Donald  Harrington,  Darlington  Hoopes,  Harry  W. 
Laidler,  Alfred  Baker  Lewis,  Seymour  Martin  Lipset,  Frank 
Marquart,  Milton  Mayer,  Robert  Moses,  James  Myers,  Clarence  E. 
Pickett,  Robert  Repas,  Brendan  Sexton,  Mulford  Q.  Sibley,  Upton 
Sinclair,  Tucker  P.  Smith,  Mark  Starr,  Walter  H.  Uphoff,  James 
P.  Warburg,  and  Frank  P.  Zeidler.  I  wish  also  to  thank  the 
Reverend  John  Haynes  Holmes,  Professor  Reinhold  Niebuhr,  the 
Honorable  Harry  S.  Truman,  Stephen  C.  Vladeck,  Peter  Viereck, 
and  Arthur  Hays  Sulzberger  for  permission  to  quote  from  privi- 
leged materials. 

Finally,  one  secondary  work  deserves  special  mention  in  this 
bibliographical  introduction:  the  monumental  and  comprehensive 
Socialism  and  American  Life  (2  vols.;  Princeton,  N.J.:  Princeton 
University  Press,  1952).  No  published  work  has  been  more  helpful 
to  me  than  Daniel  Bell's  brilliant  historical  and  sociological  analysis 
of  "The  Background  and  Development  of  Marxian  Socialism  in  the 
United  States,"  which  appears  as  Chapter  Six  of  the  first  volume 
of  Socialism  and  American  Life.  Its  second  volume,  compiled  by 
T.  D.  Seymour  Bassett  and  devoted  totally  to  bibliography,  was 
also  an  indispensable  tool.  Donald  Drew  Egbert  and  Stow  Persons, 
the  editors  of  the  two  volumes,  deserve  the  gratitude  of  all  students 
of  American  radicalism. 
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These  chapter  notes  indicate  sources  leaned  on  most  heavily  in 
preparing  individual  chapters.  A  bibliography  follows,  in  which 
all  published  materials  mentioned  are  cited  in  full. 

Chapter  I:  A  Christian  Road  to  Socialism 

By  far  the  most  importance  sources  of  material  on  Thomas'  early 
life  are  his  autobiography  and  his  contributions  to  the  Columbia 
University  Oral  History  Project.  These  sources  have  been  supple- 
mented by  interviews  with  Mr.  Thomas  and  his  siblings.  For 
gleaning  some  of  the  bare  facts  of  his  life,  the  most  useful  of  Mr. 
Thomas'  published  books  would  be  As  I  See  It,  We  Have  a  Future, 
A  Socialist's  Faith,  and  The  Test  of  Freedom.  Essentially,  W.  E. 
Woodward's  "This  Is  Norman  Thomas,"  in  The  Intelligent  Voter  s 
Guide:  Official  1928  Campaign  Handbook  of  the  Socialist  Party, 
drafted  as  a  1928  campaign  document,  is  also  useful  for  biographi- 
cal information.  The  Norman  Thomas  Papers  are  crucial  to  under- 
standing his  life  and  thought  as  he  was  moving  toward  socialism 
in  the  era  of  World  War  I.  See  his  The  Conscientious  Objector  in 
America  for  insight  into  the  character  and  intensity  of  his  early 
pacifism. 

Chapter  II:  Setting  the  Stage 

There  are  two  thorough  studies  of  the  early  years  of  American 
socialism:  Quint's  The  Forging  of  American  Socialism  covers  the 
period  from  the  coming  of  Marxism  to  America  through  the  found- 
ing of  the  Socialist  party;  and  Kipnis,  in  The  American  Socialist 
Movement,  189J-1912,  continues  the  Socialist  story  through  1912. 
Among  the  more  general  accounts  of  American  socialism,  the  very 
best  are  Bell's  "The  Background  and  Development  of  Marxian 
Socialism  in  the  United  States"  and  Shannon's  The  Socialist  Party 
of  America.  For  other  useful  general  works,  see  Fine's  Labor  and 
Farmer  Parties  in  the  United  States,  1828-1928,  Greer's  American 
Social  Reform  Movements,  Laidler's  Social-Economic  Movements, 
and  Symes's  and  Clement's  Rebel  America.  See  Madison's  Critics 
and  Crusaders  for  an  interesting  biographical  approach  to  American 


340  Norman  Thomas,  Respectable  Rebel 

radicalism.  For  a  penetrating  study  of  the  origins  and  founding 
of  American  communism,  see  Draper's  The  Roots  of  American 
Communism.  The  Fund  for  the  Republic  merits  hearty  applause 
for  sponsoring  this  excellent  study.  Absolutely  essential  to  under- 
standing the  Conference  for  Progressive  Political  Action  and  its 
relation  to  the  Socialist  party  are  MacKay's  The  Progressive  Move- 
ment of  1924  and  Hillquit's  autobiography,  Loose  Leaves  from  a 
Busy  Life. 

Chapter  III:  A  Leader  Emerges 

To  the  largest  possible  extent,  this  chapter  is  based  upon  my  own 
personal  observations  and  impressions  of  Mr.  Thomas.  These  have 
been  supplemented  by  conversations  with  his  relatives  and  by  per- 
sonal interviews  and  correspondence  with  other  persons  who  have 
been  closely  associated  with  him  in  political  endeavors  over  long 
periods.  His  autobiography,  the  Norman  Thomas  Papers,  and  the 
recording  "Norman  Thomas  Reminisces"  also  proved  very  helpful. 
For  further  insight  into  Thomas  as  a  public  speaker  see  his  chatty 
Mr.  Chairman,  Ladies,  and  Gentlemen. 

Chapter  IV:  The  Roots  of  Factionalism 

Socialist  factionalism  of  the  1930's,  analyzed  in  this  chapter  and 
the  two  that  follow,  is  well  described  in  Bell's  "The  Background 
and  Development  of  Marxian  Socialism  in  the  United  States"  and 
Shannon's  The  Socialist  Party  of  America.  Waldman,  in  his  auto- 
biography, Labor  Lawyer,  gives  a  rather  detailed  account  of  this 
period  from  a  strictly  old-guard  point  of  view.  Arthur  M.  Schle- 
singer,  Jr.,  gives  sweeping  coverage  to  the  development  of  this 
Socialist  controversy  in  his  The  Politics  of  Upheaval.  For  Thomas' 
assessment  of  Fascism  and  communism  as  of  1934,  see  his  The 
Choice  Before  Us. 

Chapter  V:  Fratricidal  Warfare 

The  American  Socialist  Quarterly  (July,  1934)  contains  a  com- 
plete transcript  of  the  Declaration  of  Principles  debate.  The  New 
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Yor\  Times  (1934-36)  provides  a  fairly  good  outline  of  this  intra- 
party  Socialist  controversy.  The  Norman  Thomas  Papers  are  an  in- 
dispensable source  for  understanding  the  old-guard-militant  con- 
troversy in  any  depth.  See  Thomas'  After  the  New  Deal,  What? 
for  his  own  account  of  Socialist-party  factionalism  and  his  evalua- 
tions of  the  New  Deal.  He  also  surveys  the  Socialist  split  in  his 
autobiography. 

Chapter  VI:  The  All-Inclusive  Party 

For  a  detailed  statement  of  Thomas'  total  rejection  of  com- 
munism, whether  of  the  Trotskyite  or  the  Stalinist  variety,  see  his 
Socialism  on  the  Defensive.  For  a  chronicle  of  his  growing  dis- 
illusionment with  the  Soviet  Union,  see  his  weekly  articles  in  the 
Call  (1936-38).  Of  course,  his  correspondence  in  the  Norman 
Thomas  Papers  is  also  useful  for  understanding  his  thinking  during 
this  period.  The  two  best  sources  for  understanding  the  role  of  the 
Socialists  in  the  labor  movement  during  the  1930's  would  be 
Howe's  and  Widick's  The  UAW  and  Walter  Reuther  and  Stol- 
berg's  The  Story  of  the  CIO.  To  comprehend  in  depth  Thomas' 
reasons  for  opposing  American  intervention  in  World  War  II,  see 
his  and  Bertram  D.  Wolfe's  Keep  America  Out  of  War  and 
Thomas'  We  Have  a  Future. 

Chapter  VII:  From  War  to  Peace? 

For  further  insight  into  the  character  of  Thomas'  critical  support 
of  World  War  II,  see  his  What  Is  Our  Destiny,  in  which  he  is 
sharply  critical  of  many  aspects  of  the  conduct  of  the  war,  espe- 
cially the  lack  of  adequate  preparation  for  the  establishment  of 
peace.  See  his  Appeal  to  the  Nations  for  a  good  summary  statement 
of  Thomas'  foreign-policy  views — with  central  emphasis  upon  th* 
need  for  disarmament — in  the  post-World  War  II  years.  In  the 
preparation  of  this  chapter,  the  Call  was  the  most  important  source. 
I  also  found  articles  by  Mr.  Thomas  which  appeared  in  the  Pro- 
gressive and  New  America  extremely  useful.  I  have  relied  exten 
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sively  on  my  own  notes  and  recollections  of  Mr.  Thomas*  views 
as  expressed  in  public  addresses  and  conversations. 

Chapter  VIII:  Plenty,  Peace,  and  Freedom 

As  is  apparent  from  the  text  of  this  chapter,  I  have  turned  essen- 
tially to  Mr.  Thomas'  published  writings  as  a  guide  to  the  funda- 
mentals of  his  thought.  All  of  his  books  have  been  consulted,  with 
profit,  but  some  have  proved  more  useful  than  others.  I  have  relied 
very  heavily  upon  America's  Way  Out,  which  is  a  basic  statement 
of  his  reactions  to  the  Great  Depression  and  a  detailed  account  of 
his  Socialist  proposals  for  the  reconstruction  of  our  crisis-ridden 
society.  His  As  I  See  It  is  a  collection  of  essays,  based  largely  on 
earlier  articles  and  speeches  and  ranging  in  subject  from  religion 
to  Marxism.  The  most  thorough  statement  of  his  thinking  since 
World  War  II  is  contained  in  A  Socialist's  Faith.  In  The  Test  of 
Freedom,  written  in  the  midst  of  the  McCarthy  era,  Thomas  out- 
lines a  program  for  coping  with  the  civil-liberties  crises  of  our 
times. 

Chapter  IX:  "Successful  Failure" 

Naturally,  almost  all  of  the  sources  cited  earlier  are  also  of  rele- 
vance to  this  concluding  chapter.  Here,  I  have  relied  heavily  upon 
assessments  of  Thomas  made  by  past  and  present  leaders  of  the 
Socialist  party  and  on  the  viewpoints  of  other  close  observers  of 
American  socialism.  The  work  that  provides  the  best  insight  into 
what  I  have  called  the  culture  of  American  socialism  is  Bell's  "The 
Background  and  Development  of  Marxian  Socialism  in  the  United 
States." 
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